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1 . 	Depa r t i n g 	 i n t roduc t i on 	
Entering	the	Museum	of	Contemporary	Art	Kiasma	in	autumn	2019,	I	did	not	foresee	the	visit	leading	
me	to	the	topic	of	my	master	thesis.	That	day	I	came	to	see	Coexistence ,	an	exhibi-on	with	works	of	1
the	museum’s	 collec-on	 on	 the	 topics	 of	 human,	 animal	 and	 nature.	 I	was	 curious	 to	 explore	 the	
artworks	as	inspira-on	for	my	upcoming	thesis.	As	I	had	just	finished	my	master	in	arts	with	an	art-
based	 research	 on	 embodied	 simula-on	 in	 performance	 art,	 I	 was	 eager	 to	 further	 inves-gate	





walls	 expanded	 the	 piece	 into	 the	 space 	 and	 a	 mesmerising	 colourful	 handicrai	 sculpture	4
resembling	landscapes	of	the	North .	5
My	next	encounter	was	a	short	movie	which	a	friend	had	recommended	to	me.	At	the	entrance	of	










-me	 I	 saw	 it,	 I	 was	 standing	 behind	 the	 couch	 and	maintaining	 a	 physical	 distance.	Watching	 an	









The	 short	 film	 showed	 two	 ballerinas	making	 their	 way	 dancing	 through	 Lapland	 and	 Helsinki.	 At	
some	 points,	 the	 iden-cal	 looking	 girls	 wore	 colourful	 tradi-onal	 costumes.	 There	 were	 several	
scenes	 interrup-ng	 the	 mere	 beauty	 of	 the	 arc-c	 landscapes	 and	 ballet	 movements	 with	 absurd	




and	symbols	 this	 short	film	was	obviously	conjuring.	 I	had	 received	an	emo-onal	message	without	
contextual	background	knowledge.	
Aier	 this	 first	 exposure,	 I	 visited	 the	museum	mul-ple	 -mes	 to	 rewatch	Birds	 in	 the	 Earth	 in	 the	
museum	seqng.	I	started	to	read	and	research	about	the	short	film’s	ar-st	Marja	Helander	and	her	
background	as	a	Sámi	ar-st.	Broad	discourses	started	to	open	up	to	me	about	the	Sámi	culture	and	
history.	The	Sámi	are	 the	only	 Indigenous	people	of	 the	European	Union.	Their	homeland	Sápmi	 is	
situated	in	the	North	of	Europe	spreading	across	the	borders	of	Norway,	Sweden,	Finland	and	Russia.	
My	 ini-al	 reac-on	 to	 the	 short	 film	 had	 formed	without	 knowing	 anything	 about	 the	 Sámi.	 I	 was	





would	my	 interpreta-on	 of	Birds	 in	 the	 Earth	 differ	 from	 the	 narra-ve	 of	 someone	who	 lives	 and	
embodies	the	context	of	the	culture	and	history	of	the	short	film’s	content?	What	kind	of	added	value	
does	 it	 bring	 to	 combine	 my	 art	 historian	 perspec-ve	 with	 Sámi	 spectators’	 experiences	 and	
interpreta-ons?		
1.1 . 	Research 	quest ions 	and	content 	
For	star-ng	my	inves-ga-on,	these	arrays	of	ques-ons	were	collected	and	rephrased	into	describing	
a	 research	 seqng.	 In	 an	 art	 historical	 inves-ga-on,	 the	 “[i]nterpreta-on	 begins	 in	 ar-cula-ng	 our	





Sámi	 culture,	 history	 and	 current	 situa-on	 through	 research	 from	 literature,	 seminars	 and	
documentaries?	
(2)	 How	 does	 including	 perspec-ves	 of	 Sámi	 interviewees	 influence	 and,	 therefore,	 decentralise	
interpreta-ons	of	a	non-Sámi	art	historian?	
(3)	How	does	 interviewing	Sámi	spectators	shape	the	comprehension	and	 interpreta-on	of	Birds	 in	
the	Earth?	
These	 ques-ons	 are	 inves-gated	 by	 combining	 theories	 on	 decolonisa-on	 through	 Indigenous	 art	
such	as	Kers-n	Knopf’s	Decolonizing	 the	Lens	of	Power :	 Indigenous	Films	 in	North	America	and	the	
voices	 of	 three	 Sámi	 interviewees	 into	 the	 art	 historical	 interpreta-on.	 The	 three	 open-ended	
interviews	were	conducted	aier	watching	the	short	film	together	at	the	Museum	of	Contemporary	
Art	Kiasma	 in	February	2020.	The	ques-ons	 revolved	around	 the	Sámi	 spectators’	 impressions	and	
understandings	of	the	short	film.	
In	this	thesis,	the	interviewees’	thoughts	and	experiences	get	in	conversa-on	with	both	the	short	film	
and	 theore-cally	 researched	knowledge	on	 the	Sámi	history	and	culture.	This	 interac-on	 is	 carried	
throughout	the	aspects	of	choreography,	costume,	props	and	scenography.	
One	 source	 of	 literary	 inspira-on	 and	 insight	 is	Vastatuuleen 	 (in	 English:	 ‘against	 the	 wind’,	 own	8
transla-on)	 by	 Jaana	 Kanninen	 and	 Kukka	 Ranta	 in	 which	 the	 Finnish	 journalists	 func-on	 as	
spokeswomen	for	the	Sámi	in	elabora-ng	and	reflec-ng	Sámi	history,	culture	and	experience	to	the	
Finnish	 popula-on.	 Similarly,	 this	 thesis	 aims	 at	 empowering	 the	 narra-ves	 of	 the	 Sámi	 through	
decentralising	the	narra-ves	of	my	individual	art	historian’s	interpreta-on.	
1.2 . 	About 	 the 	ar t i st 	
Reviewing	the	background	of	an	ar-st	can	give	insights	to	what	has	influenced	the	artwork	at	hand.	
The	director	of	Birds	in	the	Earth	Marja	Helander	(born	1965)	is	known	as	Sámi	photographic,	media	
and	 video	 ar-st.	 Her	 artworks	 oien	 combine	 environmental,	 poli-cal	 and	 Sámi	 discourses	 with	 a	
humorous	undertone.	She	grew	up	in	urban	Helsinki,	yet	her	father’s	side	of	the	family	is	Sámi	from	









landownership	 and	 colonialism	 and	 issues	 vital	 to	 all	 of	 us	 such	 as	 ecology	 and	 consumerism.	
Helander	 communicates	 gently	 from	 a	 transcultural,	 double	 background	 perspec-ve.	 Strong	
emo-onal	impact	is	one	of	her	mo-va-ons	both	in	her	own	artworks	and	in	her	curatorial	work	for	
example	at	MänGä	Art	FesHval. 	9
Exploring	 Helander’s	 background	 and	 oeuvre	more	 profound	 discourses	 can	 be	 discovered	 behind	
beau-ful,	 humorous	 and	 entertaining	 appearances	 of	 her	 artworks.	 The	 tradi-onal	 Sámi	 costume	
gákH	 oien	hints	 at	 narra-ves	which	 require	 knowledge	 about	 the	 Sámi	 history	 and	 culture	 like	 in	






















region	where	 they	would	 leave	 some	 structures	 of	 housing. 	During	 the	winter	 the	 Fell	 Sámi	 and	13
their	 reindeer	 wandered	 south	 for	 example	 to	 Enontekiö.	 The	winter	 fields	 provided	 food	 for	 the	
reindeer	 such	 as	 lichen.	 Living	 in	 and	 therefore	 being	 part	 of	 the	 landscape	 has	 established	 a	




With	 distributed	 parts	 in	 Finland,	 Norway,	 Sweden	 and	 Russia,	 the	 borders	 have	 built	 a	 poli-cal	
restric-on	for	many	tradi-ons.	Reindeer	herding	is	the	most	known	example,	yet	fishing	and	hun-ng	
have	old	Sámi	tradi-ons	as	well.	The	number	of	Sámi	taking	care	of	reindeer	as	their	main	livelihood	
is	 declining.	 In	 the	 documentary	 Poromiehen	 silmin 	 (in	 English:	 ‘Through	 the	 eyes	 of	 a	 reindeer	15
man’,	 own	 transla-on),	 Sámi	 reindeer	 herder	 Aslak	 PalSo	 presents	 his	 everyday	work	 of	 trying	 to	






discriminated	 through	 destruc-ng	 tradi-onal	 accessories	 like	 the	 ládjogahpir,	 Sámi	 headwear,	 and	
tradi-onal	Sámi	drum	which	were	both	almost	completely	wiped	out	during	chris-anisa-on.	When	
school	became	mandatory,	many	Sámi	 families	 lived	 too	 far	 for	an	everyday	commute.	Wan-ng	 to	
secure	a	future	for	their	children,	parents	oien	sent	them	to	boarding	schools.	The	language	in	both	
schools	and	accommoda-on	was	exclusively	Finnish.	 It	was	forbidden	and	oien	penalised	to	speak	




reclaiming	 lost	 rights	 and	 raising	 awareness	 are	 blossoming.	 Especially	 the	 young	 genera-on	 has	
started	 to	 relearn	 and	 revive	 their	 lost	 tradi-ons	 and	 languages.	 Language	 immersions	 are	 being	









The	Sámi	have	had	 linguis-c	and	cultural	self-governance	 in	 their	na-ve	region	as	 laid	down	 in	the	
Cons-tu-on	of	Finland. 	As	the	supreme	poli-cal	body	of	the	Sámi	 in	Finland	the	Sámi	Parliament	18
Sámediggi	 manages	 this	 self-government	 since	 1996. 	 Yet,	 the	 Finnish	 government	 has	 failed	19
mul-ple	-mes	 to	consult	 the	Sámediggi	as	agreed	upon	concerning	 topics	 such	as	fishing	 rights	or	
building	an	Arc-c	railway	crossing	Sápmi	although	both	 issues	 interfere	with	 the	Sámi	cultural	 self-
government. 	20
The	United	NaHons	 DeclaraHon	 on	 the	 Rights	 of	 Indigenous	 Peoples	 published	 in	 2007	 supports	 a	
broad	 self-determina-on	 and	 self-government	 on	 Indigenous	 land. 	 Establishing	 a	 “universal	21
framework	for	minimum	standards	for	the	survival,	dignity	and	well-being	of	the	Indigenous	peoples	
of	 the	world“ ,	 it	also	 includes	ar-cles	on	 the	right	 in	 land	use. 	Another	arrangement	protec-ng	22 23
Indigenous	 rights	 is	 the	 ILO-conven-on	 169,	 the	 Indigenous	 and	 Tribal	 Peoples	 Conven-on.	 It	was	
approved	by	the	United	Na-ons	already	in	1989	recalling	human,	social,	cultural,	poli-cal	and	other	
rights	for	the	Indigenous	and	Tribal	peoples. 	Norway	was	the	first	country	to	confirm	the	ILO-169.	In	24




is	 freer	 to	 embrace	 their	 origins	 proudly	 maintaining	 their	 culture	 including	 languages	 and	
handicrais.	One	of	 the	 recent	 accomplishments	 has	 been	 the	 start	 of	 the	 truth	 and	 reconcilia-on	























An	 increasing	 educa-on	 on	 the	 Sámi	 discourses	 is	 no-ceable	 in	 Finland.	 In	 addi-on	 to	 denser	
connec-vity	 amongst	 the	 Sámi	 themselves,	 Finnish	 researchers	 of	 different	 fields	 have	 taken	 an	
interest	 in	 the	 Sámi	discourses.	 The	previously	men-oned	publica-on	Vastatuuleen	and	 this	 thesis	
are	only	two	examples.	My	colleague	art	historian	Emma	Lilja	writes	about	works	by	Sámi	ar-st	Ou-	
Pieski	 and	 post-colonial	 eco-cri-cism.	 Lilja	 inves-gates	 how	 the	 artworks	 bring	 together	 current	
ques-ons	 of	 human	 rights	 and	 environmentalism. 	 Her	 research	was	 also	 featured	 in	 the	 Finnish	28
Na-onal	Gallery’s	research	magazine.	Heidi	Sinevaara-Niskanen	examines	the	poli-cs	of	knowledge	in	







2 . 	Gu i d i n g 	 t heo re t i c a l 	 f ramework 	
2 .1 . 	Decenter ing 	 research 	





contemporary	 discourses.	Helander’s	 artwork	Birds	 in	 the	 Earth	was	 created	with	 and	within	 Sámi	
culture	 and	history.	 I	 suggest	 that	 addressing	 contemporary	 Sámi	 thema-cs	 and	discussions	 in	 the	
contextual	framework	of	seSlers’	art	supports	decolonisa-on	of	the	Finnish	art	world.	By	occupying	
space	in	the	Finnish	art	scene	Birds	in	the	Earth	directs	the	aSen-on	of	the	Finnish	audience	towards	
and	 into	 the	 experiences	 and	 reali-es	 of	 the	 Sámi.	 Art	 as	 an	 entry	 point	 into	 such	 a	 complex	
discussion	 can	 show	 the	 experien-al	 reality,	which	might	 otherwise	 be	 overlooked	 in	 bureaucra-c	







Indigenous	 people,	 the	 term	 research	 sounds	 problema-c	 instead	 of	 an	 objec-ve	 meaning	 of	
“studious	 inquiry	or	examina-on“ 	coming	to	mind	of	an	art	historian.	“When	men-oned	 in	many	32
Indigenous	contexts,	it	s-rs	up	silence,	it	conjures	up	bad	memories,	it	raises	a	smile	that	is	knowing	
and	 distrus{ul.“ 	 The	 con-nuous	 exploita-ve	 inves-ga-on	 of	 Indigenous	 people	 has	 lead	 to	 a	33
research	fa-gue	also	in	the	case	of	the	Sámi.	A	common	example	is	having	to	take	part	in	humilia-ng	
case	studies	without	ever	geqng	to	know	their	results. 	As	a	reac-on,	ques-ons	arise	in	Indigenous	34









Answering	 these	 ques-ons,	 even	 only	 internally,	 is	 not	 a	 mere	 external	 jus-fica-on.	 It	 also	
strengthens	and	clarifies	research.	
Art	 historical	 research	 in	 par-cular	 categorises	 artworks	 into	 streams	 and	 groups,	 names	 isms	 and	
formulates	analyses	and	 interpreta-ons	of	artworks	and	ar-sts	–	 leaving	out	the	ar-st’s	own	voice.	
Art	 historians	 use	 wri-ng	 for	 structuring	 thoughts	 and	 giving	 them	 a	 communica-ve	 form.	 The	
wriSen	 words	 are	 contextualised	 by	 texts	 of	 peers	 and	 science.	 This	 academic	 research	 is	 not	




this	 case,	 integra-ng	 Sámi	 history	 and	 contemporary	 discussions	 into	 the	 wri-ng.	 According	 to	
medical	 anthropologist	Nayantara	 Sheoran	Appleton,	 there	 has	 been	 a	 trend	 towards	 decolonising	
academia	 but	 it	 has	 “been	 co-opted	 from	 a	 vibrant	 and	 cri-cal	 engagement	 to	 an	 academic	
buzzword“ .	Using	the	term	decolonisaHon	risks	flaSening	the	complexity	of	the	topic.	In	their	ar-cle	36
“Decoloniza-on	 is	 not	 a	metaphor“,	 researchers	 Tuck	&	 Yang	 explain	 that	 overusing	 the	 term	may	
prevent	 the	opportunity	of	 realising	decolonisa-on.	Over-u-lisa-on	of	 the	word	means	 infla-on	of	
the	core	meaning	and	aims	as	this	“recenters	whiteness,	 it	reseSles	theory,	it	extends	innocence	to	
the	 seSler,	 it	 entertains	 a	 seSler	 future“ .	 Decolonisa-on	 is	 not	 obliged	 to	 sooth	 the	 seSlers’	37
discomfort	and	answer	seSlers’	ques-ons.	It	is	an	openly	developing	process	and	only	accountable	to	
Indigenous	 sovereignty	 and	 futurity. 	 Tuck	 &	 Yang	 remind	 us	 that	 decolonising	 is	 necessarily	38
unseSling.	Wan-ng	to	decolonise	comes	from	the	uncomfortable	weight	of	reality. 	39
In	this	text,	I	choose	the	term	decentering	to	describe	the	ongoing	process	of	searching	for	ways	to	
decolonise. 	 By	 decentering	 instead	 of	 decolonising,	 I	 step	 back	 from	 claiming	 to	 iden-fy	 all	 the	40
necessary	 steps	 of	 decolonisa-on.	 As	 one	 of	 the	 words	 proposed	 by	 Appleton	 for	 progressive	













2.2 . 	Decolonis ing 	 through	 Ind igenous 	 f i lmmaking 	
In	 the	 following,	 I	am	referring	 to	Kers-n	Knopf’s	book	Decolonizing	 the	Lens	of	Power :	 Indigenous	
Films	 in	 North	 America,	 drawing	 parallelisms	 between	 the	 North	 American	 and	 Sámi	 Indigenous	
empowerment	 through	 filmmaking.	 This	 provides	 a	 historical	 context	 for	 Birds	 in	 the	 Earth	 and	
Helander’s	oeuvre.	Both	take	part	in	a	global	development	of	the	discourse	about	Indigenous	people.	
By	 crea-ng	 their	 own	 content,	 Indigenous	 filmmakers	 move	 from	 being	 objects	 portrayed	 by	 the	
colonisers	 to	 focusing	 the	 lens	 onto	 their	 own	 narra-ves	 and	 perspec-ves	 as	 subjects.	 Although	
Knopf’s	book	is	wriSen	about	Na-ve	Americans,	most	is	directly	applicable	to	the	Sámi.	
The	colonial	gaze	has	been	crea-ng	stereotypical	and	roman-cised	images	of	the	Indigenous	people	
and	 culture	 which	 constructs	 and	 sustains	 an	 imaginary	 and	 ideological	 Indigenous	 character	 and	
simultaneously	 leads	 to	 racism,	 disrespect,	 marginalisa-on	 and	 economic,	 poli-cal	 and	 cultural	
oppression	 or	 more	 emo-onally	 speaking	 confusion,	 self-denial,	 cultural	 aliena-on	 and	 iden-ty-
crises.	 Indigenous	 filmmakers	 strive	 for	 par-cipa-on	 and	 produc-ve	 control	 over	 a	 realis-c	
representa-on.	 Aier	 an	 intense	 period	 of	 Indigenous	 poli-cal	 ac-vism	 in	 the	 1970s	 when	
documentary	 films	 about	 cultural	 and	 social	 issues	 and	 poli-cal	 conflicts	 were	 made,	 Indigenous	
drama-sed	filmmaking	started	in	the	late	1990s.	The	medium	of	film	became	a	vehicle	of	Indigenous	
cultural	and	poli-cal	expression,	“thereby	entering	the	dominant	colonial	film	discourse	and	crea-ng	




of	power,	according	to	Michel	Foucault. 	The	analysing	gaze	no	 longer	exercises	 its	power	through	42
exclusion	 and	 degrading	 the	 research	 subject	 to	mere	 objects.	 Indigenous	 filmmaking	 returns	 the	
gaze.	 In	 some	 scenes	 of	Birds	 in	 the	 Earth,	 Helander’s	 protagonists	 even	 literally	 gaze	 back	 at	 the	
spectator	as	response	to	being	surveilled	and	roman-cised.	Helander	reshapes	colonialist	means	of	






through	 the	 same	 lens,	 free	 of	 stereotyping	 and	 objec-fica-on.	 “[T]he	most	 prevalent	 ideological	
element	 of	 dominant	 media	 discourse	 that	 Indigenous	 filmmakers	 react	 to	 is	 the	 stereotypical	
visualiza-on	of	[them]“ ,	to	such	an	extent	that	this	picture	becomes	more	real	and	accepted	to	the	43
colonialist	than	the	authen-c	Sámi.	The	lens	of	the	Indigenous	filmmaker	is	a	second,	self-controlled	
gaze.	 Through	 producing	 own	media	 and	 images,	 the	 Sámi	 step	 out	 of	 the	 role	 of	 an	 object	 and	
become	 “subjects	 that	 know	 and	 present“. 	 My	 thesis	 looks	 through	 several	 lenses.	 Some	 are	44
allocated	by	the	interviewees	and	some	by	myself.	
Helander’s	 film	 and	 oeuvre	 is	 connected	 to	 the	 global	 processes	 of	 decolonisa-on	 created	 by	
an-colonist	media:	 Sámi	 and	 Indigenous	 ar-sts	 in	 general	 are	 rewri-ng	 their	 own	histories,	 taking	
control	 over	 own	 images,	 speaking	 in	 their	 own	 voices,	 proposing	 counter-truths	 and	 counter-
narra-ves	 informed	 by	 the	 an--colonialist	 perspec-ve,	 in	 a	 similar	 manner	 as	 other	 minoritarian	
filmmakers. 	 Postcolonial	 film	 has	 gone	 through	 various	 stages,	 also	 in	 the	 Sámi	 history:	45
anthropological	 and	 ethnographical	 yet	 degrading	 “research“,	 stereotypical	 portraits	 of	 a	








dis-nc-on	 between	 documentary	 and	 fic-onal	 films/videos	 cannot	 always	 be	made“ .	 Combining	49
fact	 and	 fic-on	 into	 a	 form	 outside	Western	 genres	 could	 be	 seen	 as	 result	 from	mixing	 different	
world	views	in	everyday	life.	











–	 Indigenous	Peoples’	Film	FesHval 	 taking	place	under	 the	polar	 lights	 in	 Inari,	 the	center	of	Sámi	51
culture	 in	 Finland.	 This	 open	 event	 is	 a	 significant	 mee-ng	 and	 rela-on	 maintenance	 space	
campaigning	for	and	contribu-ng	to	the	Sámi	and	Indigenous	film	industry’s	visibility.	As	one	of	the	
oldest	 Indigenous	 film	 fes-vals	 in	 the	 world,	 it	 is	 a	 natural	 and	 necessary	 comple-on	 to	 the	 film	
selec-on	in	Finland.	
Sámi	artworks	are	also	slowly	arriving	in	the	mainstream	industry	and	na-onal	museums	of	Finland:	
Works	 by	 Helander	 and	 Sámi	 colleague	 Ou-	 Pieski	 have	 been	 purchased	 into	 to	 collec-on	 of	 the	
Finnish	Na-onal	Gallery.	However,	parallel	appropria-on	of	the	Sámi	culture	con-nues	and	reminds	










filmmaking	 and	 taking	 over	 own	 image-making,	 self-representa-on	 and	 crea-ng	 decolonising	
cultural,	historical,	and	poli-cal	discourses,	seeds	for	decolonisa-on	have	been	planted	yet	 it	 is	s-ll	
far	from	being	in	full	bloom. 	55
2.3 . 	Analys ing 	 Ind igenous 	ar t 	
The	 term	 art	 in	 Sámi	 dáidda	 is	 of	 Finnish	 origin	 yet	 close	 to	 the	 Sámi	 word	 dáidu,	 which	 can	 be	
translated	as	 skill	 or	 knowledge. 	Crais,	duodji,	 have	a	 long	 Sámi	 tradi-on	and	are	 visible	 in	Ou-	56
Pieski’s	hand-woven	sculptures	and	in	Helander’s	film’s	costumes.	In	one	of	the	conversa-on	held	for	









Western	 art	 ideal.	 Therefore,	 it	 might	 seem	 ques-onable	 whether	 analysing	 an	 Indigenous	 work	





similar.“ 	 As	 there	 is	 no	 separate	 methodology	 and	 terminology	 for	 describing	 and	 analysing	57
Indigenous	artworks,	the	art	historical	tradi-onal	tools	are	employed.		
One	 of	 the	 oldest	 methods	 in	 art	 history	 is	 iconography	 –	 “the	 study	 of	 images“ 	 which	 was	58
developed	by	art	historian	Erwin	Panofsky. 	In	his	approach,	the	artwork	is	divided	into	three	layers	59
of	 interpreta-on	 which	 focus	 on	 different	 informa-on	 from	 and	 about	 the	 artwork. 	 Through	60
studying	cultures	and	their	processes	of	image-making	in	an	art	historical	interpreta-on,	mo-fs	and	
images	 in	 works	 of	 art	 are	 iden-fied.	 Immersing	 the	 image	 in	 its	 broader	 cultural	 context	 helps	
finding	 characteris-cs	 which	 -e	 the	 image	 into	 a	 specific	 culture	 and	 -me.	 Iconography	 aims	 at	
retrieving	 the	symbolic	and	allegorical	meanings	contained	 in	works	of	art.	 “A	symbol	 is	 something	
that	is	widely	recognized	as	represen-ng	an	idea	or	en-ty.	[…]	An	allegory	is	a	narra-ve,	using	a	set	of	





Similarly	 in	 semio-cs,	 the	 theory	 of	 signs,	 the	 aim	 is	 to	 decipher	 what	 a	 sign	 represents. 	 The	62
contextuality	 of	 signs	 and	how	 they	 refer	 to	 each	other	 is	 called	 intertextuality. 	One	 sign	 can	be	63
linked	to	a	certain	meaning	and	change	its	 interpreta-on	when	connected	to	another.	One	sign	can	
also	 be	 understood	 as	 different	 things,	 depending	 on	 the	 person	 who	 deciphers	 it.	 This	 is	 an	














genera-on,	 each	 culture	 reinterprets	 artworks,	 finding	 in	 them	 new	 significance.“ 	 Art	 historical	65
interpreta-ons,	such	as	this	thesis,	are	a	search	for	insight,	an	ongoing	process	of	interpreta-on	and	
they	stem	from	an	experience	through	the	art	historian’s	senses.	In	contrast	to	theore-cally	informed	
art	 history,	 the	 ideology	 of	 empiricism	 emphasises	 observa-on	 and	 interpreta-on	 instead	 of	
theore-cal	 constructs.	 Deleuzian	 empiricism	 is	 described	 as	 expansion,	 produc-on,	 crea-vity	 and	
mul-plici-es. 	66
Art	 historian	 Anne	 D’Alleva	 describes	 that	 “[i]n	 art	 history,	 we	 could	 say	 that	 theory	 helps	 us	 to	
develop	precise	and	penetra-ng	 lines	of	ques-oning	 to	guide	our	 research.“ 	Theory	helps	you	 to	67
think	about	a	subject,	widening	your	perspec-ve	and	yet,	theory	itself	has	a	cultural	context	as	well. 	68
Contemporary	 theore-cally	 informed	 art	 history	 embraces	 the	 subject’s	 context,	 recep-on,	
connected	ins-tu-ons,	rela-ons	of	power,	ideology	and	produc-on.	Theories	from	other	disciplines,	
such	 as	 poli-cal	 theory,	 anthropology,	 psychoanalysis	 and	 cultural	 studies,	 are	 studied	 for	 a	wider	
understanding	 and	 interpreta-on	 of	 an	 artwork. 	 This	 selec-ve	 interdisciplinarity	 helps	 the	 art	69
historian	to	formulate	more	precise	ques-ons	in	a	more	specific	context.	
In	the	case	of	Birds	 in	the	Earth,	several	theories	would	be	 logical	to	apply.	Feminist	art	history,	 for	
example,	 addresses	 “the	 issue	 of	 female	 gender	 –	 that	 is,	 the	 idea	 of	 femininity	 and/or	 the	
experience	of	being	a	woman“ .	Gender	iden-ty	affects	an	ar-st’s	imagery	and	how	they	represent	70
women.	 In	Birds	 in	the	Earth,	 two	female	ballet	dancers	are	performing,	forming	and	informing	the	
narra-ve.	Feminist	theory	would	make	a	frui{ul	theory	informing	an	art	historical	interpreta-on.	Yet,	
in	 this	 thesis,	 I	 chose	 to	 use	 decolonising	 theory	 as	 described	 before,	 focusing	 on	 the	 culturally	
informed	narra-ve	of	the	short	film.	Decolonising	and	decentering	as	terms	give	a	more	ongoing	feel	
to	the	exploita-on	s-ll	present	in	neo-colonial	rela-onships. 	71
Although	 art	 history	 has	 been	 cri-cised	 to	 also	 reproduce	 differences	 in	 class,	 sexuality,	 race,	 and	










everyday	 world. 	 Recep-on	 theory	 in	 art	 history	 has	 focused	 on	 the	 spectator’s	 experience	 and	72
interpreta-on.	“[It]	shiis	aSen-on	from	the	ar-st	to	the	viewer“ 	and	embraces	interdisciplinarity.	73
Art	 historian	Oskar	 Bätschmann	 is	 only	 one	 example	 of	 a	 hermeneu-c	 approach	 star-ng	 from	 the	
aesthe-c	 experience	 in	 order	 to	 form	 an	 interpreta-on.	 In	 addi-on	 to	 an	 artwork’s	 context,	 he	
reminds	 us	 of	 the	 transla-on	 work	 an	 art	 historian	 creates	 when	 ar-cula-ng	 in	 words	 which	 is	
experienced	 in	 sensory	 percep-on. 	 Bätschmann	 proposes	 to	 acknowledgement	 of	 a	 work’s	74
incomprehensibility	 as	 triggering	 star-ng	 point	 for	 an	 interpreta-on.	 “Interpreta-on	 begins	 in	
ar-cula-ng	our	incomprehension	[…]	as	a	series	of	ques-ons.“ 	75
Then,	 the	 interpreta-on	 is	 built	 on	 pre-understanding.	 Birds	 in	 the	 Earth	 asks	 for	 a	 specific	 pre-
understanding:	“An	Indigenous	Studies	background	is	necessary	to	situate	 Indigenous	filmmaking	 in	
general	 and	 the	films	 in	par-cular	 in	 their	 historical	 and	 socio-poli-cal	 contexts.“ 	As	Bätschmann	76
suggests,	 interpreta-ons	 are	 started	with	 acknowledging	 incomprehensibility	which	 persisted	 even	
aier	studying	literary	sources	about	the	Sámi.	In	this	thesis,	the	Sámi	interviewees	bring	perspec-ves	
and	pre-understanding	 to	 the	 content.	 Indigenous	films	 are	of	 hybrid	 nature	which	demands	 for	 a	
combina-on	of	theories	and	methods.	Merging	tradi-onally	dis-nct	spheres	of	inquiry	to	match	a	set	
of	research	ques-ons	is	called	middle-level	research.	Rather	than	by	doctrines,	it	is	driven	by	in-depth	










3 . 	 Equ i pp i n g 	me thod s 	 and 	mate r i a l s 	
3 .1 . 	F rom	theory 	 to 	method	
While	 D’Alleva	 describes	 “theory	 as	 the	 process	 of	 formula-ng	 research	 ques-ons“ ,	 thus	78
methodology	can	be	seen	as	 the	process	of	 formula-ng	ways	of	answering	those	ques-ons.	 In	 this	
thesis,	the	set	of	means	and	methods	available	to	an	art	historian	on	the	theore-cal	basis	previously	
introduced,	is	complemented	by	ar-s-c,	journalis-c,	cultural	and	oral	history	approaches.	
Ar-st	 and	 researcher	 Lea	 Kantonen	 has	 used	 ar-s-c	 methods	 to	 examine	 ques-ons	 about	 the	
experience	 of	 Indigenous	 people	 similar	 to	 my	 research	 inquiries.	 The	 works	 co-created	 with	
youngsters	 in	 her	 workshops,	 Kantonen	 describes	 as	 simultaneously	 art	 and	 research.	 In	 TelGa:	
kohtaamisia	 nuorten	 taidetyöpajoissa 	 (in	 English:	 ’Tent.	 Encounters	 in	 Workshops	 with	 Young	79
People’),	she	writes	about	regarding	par-cipants	as	collaborators	rather	than	objects	of	research.	
Another	example	 for	approaching	the	sensi-ve	topic	of	 Indigenous	culture,	history	and	experience,	
comes	 from	 the	 Finnish	 journalist	 researchers	 Jaana	 Kanninen	 and	 Kukka	 Ranta.	 In	 their	 recent	
collabora-on	Vastatuuleen	 –	 Saamen	 kansan	pakkosuomalaistamisesta	 (“Against	 the	wind	 –	About	
the	Sámi	being	forced	to	become	Finnish“,	own	transla-on),	their	star-ng	point	was	the	ques-on	of	







forth	 discussions	 with	 the	 interviewees	 about	 what	 and	 how	 to	 formulate	 the	 text.	 When	
Bätschmann	reminds	of	acknowledging	own	incomprehensibility,	Ranta	adds	to	this	iden-fica-on	and	
acceptance	 of	 own	 Finnish	 hidden	 ways	 of	 exercising	 power	 against	 the	 Sámi.	 In	 Vastatuuleen,	
Kanninen	and	Ranta	show	humbleness	and	great	sensi-vity	which	Ranta	states	as	indispensable	in	a	
work	which	deals	with	trauma	and	colonialism.	Comparing	their	book	to	other	journalis-c	work	they	






their	 voices	 to	 the	 Sámi	 or	 ac-ng	 as	 a	 bridge	 between	 the	 Sámi	 communi-es	 and	 the	 addressed	
mainland	Finnish	audience. 	81
3.2 . 	F rom	monophony 	 to 	polyphony 	
Becoming	aware	of	and	borrowing	your	voice	as	researcher	to	others	introduces	at	least	two	voices.	
In	 the	humani-es,	 the	 last	half-century	has	 shown	a	 shii	 towards	a	polyphonic	history.	Polyphony	
comes	from	the	Greek	word	polyphōnía	which	translates	to	“variety	of	tones”. 	In	his	ar-cle	Cultural	82
history	as	polyphonic	history,	Peter	Burke	describes	polyphonic	history	as	emphasising	the	dialogue	
instead	 of	 the	monologue	 and	 telling	 “mul-ple	 stories	 rather	 than	 a	 single	 Grand	 Narra-ve”. 	 In	83
research,	 this	 means	 a	 plurality	 of	 approaches	 coexis-ng	 and	 building	 conversa-ons.	 Polyphonic	
history	embraces	how	a	viewpoint	was	formed.	 Interpre-ng	and	therefore	also	transla-ng	a	source	
into	your	own	words	always	includes	a	cultural	transla-on. 	This	becomes	more	difficult	the	further	84
apart	 the	 assump-ons	 are,	 which	 arise	 from	 the	 two	 cultures	 of	 the	 original	 author	 and	 the	
interpreter.	This	asks	for	maintaining	a	cri-cal	look	at	the	sources.	Similar	to	the	journalists’	work	in	
Vastatuuleen,	 the	historian	becomes	a	mediator	 listening	 to	various	voices	of	mul-ple	 sources	and	
between	the	lines	of	a	single	text.	
In	 the	 case	 of	 art	 historical	 research,	 sources	 are	 oien	 visual	 instead	 of	 literary.	 Concerning	 the	
limita-ons	and	quali-es	of	different	media	of	the	sources,	Burke	notes:	“Images	are	more	powerful	




The	plurality	of	 voices	 in	 art	history	becomes	especially	 influen-al	when	 the	art	historian’s	 culture	
differs	 from	 the	 cultural	 content	 of	 the	 interpreted	 artwork.	 In	 the	 case	 of	my	 thesis,	 this	meant	
adding	 the	 voices	 of	 Sámi	 interviewees	 to	 my	 own	 and	 to	 the	 literary	 sources	 found	 in	 earlier	









rather	 free	order	of	 the	 topics,	 all	 of	 them	were	 covered	 in	 each	 interview.	 In	order	 to	 avoid	own	
assump-ons	as	much	as	possible,	all	ques-ons	were	open-ended.	Through	 this	 type	of	 research	 in	
conversa-on,	 both	 sides	 are	 given	 the	 chance	 to	 engage	 in	 talk. 	 For	 a	 broader	 understanding	 of	86
each	interviewee’s	cultural	background,	we	would	also	talk	about	their	personal	history	and	situa-on	
which	are	not	disclosed.	 It	was	 important	 to	 let	 the	conversa-on	have	a	natural	evolu-on	for	both	
par-es	 to	 gain	 trust	 and	 confidence	 in	 understanding	 each	 other.	 The	 interviews	were	 not	 held	 in	
English	which	meant	 transla-ng,	 in	 addi-on	 to	 framing	 the	 content	 into	 an	 art	 historical	 analysis,	
shows	my	voice	as	mediator	and	interpreter	of	the	plurality	of	voices.	
3.3 . 	F rom	voices 	 to 	narrat ive 	spaces 	
An	interview	is	not	only	a	tool	for	research.	Instead	of	extrac-ng	data	from	informants,	knowledge	is	
exchanged	 with	 our	 contemporaries.	 This	 opens	 up	 dialogues	 between	 two	 human	 worlds	 which	
have	 not	 communicated	 with	 each	 other	 for	 a	 long	 -me. 	 So	 there	 are	 several	 narrators	 in	 the	87





personal	 commentaries	 of	 historical	 significance	 through	 recorded	 interviews.	 An	 oral	 history	
interview	generally	consists	of	a	well-prepared	interviewer	ques-oning	an	interviewee	and	recording	
their	exchange	in	audio	or	video	format.” 	Like	oral	history	interviews,	the	interviews	for	this	thesis	89
are	 not	meant	 as	mere	 ques-on-and-answer	 sessions	 but	 as	 ways	 to	 create	 and	 collect	 narra-ve	












interviewee	 and	 interviewer.	 In	 addi-on,	 it	 is	 important	 for	 the	 interviewer	 to	 prepare	 to	 accept	
unexpected	narra-ves,	as	some	might	change	or	even	counteract	to	ini-al	ideas	and	expecta-ons.	
The	interviewer	gives	form	to	the	content	by	genera-ng	the	ques-ons.	Portelli	describes	oral	history	
interviews	 as	 dialogues,	where	 the	 narra-ve	 is	 co-created.	 Yet,	 the	 precondi-on	of	 such	 dialogues	
simultaneously	lies	in	an	interview’s	power:	“the	reason	we	are	seeking	the	interview	is	because	we	
are	 different” .	 In	 this	 case,	 the	 cultural	 background	 cons-tutes	 this	 necessary	 contrast.	 Yet,	92












Finland.	All	 three	 interviewees	 iden-fy	as	 Sámi	although	 the	 third	par-cipant	 stated	 to	 feel	 a	 liSle	
uncomfortable	about	par-cipa-ng	as	 Sámi	 in	 this	 interview	without	having	grown	up	 in	 Sápmi.	All	
interviewees	were	adults,	two	of	which	female	and	one	male.	The	interviewees	remain	anonymous	
and	I	refer	to	them	gender-neutrally	as	gender	is	not	a	focus	point	here.	
When	 contac-ng	 each	 interviewee	 individually,	 permission	 was	 asked	 to	 conduct	 an	 interview	 of	
approximately	 one	 to	 two	 hours	 concerning	 their	 understanding	 and	 experience	 of	 the	 short	 film	
Birds	 in	 the	 Earth. 	 Each	 interviewee	 was	 proposed	 to	 bring	 an	 item	 that	 represents	 their	 Sámi	94
iden-ty.	 It	 can	 be	 challenging	 to	 find	words	 about	 one’s	 own	 cultural	 background,	 from	which	we	








iden-ty	 and	 as	 thought-provoking	 impulse	 for	 the	 interviewees	 and	myself.	 Similarly,	 Birds	 in	 the	
Earth	can	be	seen	as	a	representa-on	of	Helander’s	Sámi	iden-ty	and	therefore,	comparing	the	items	
and	stories	behind	them	with	the	short	film	could	be	food	for	thought	regarding	the	interpreta-ons.	
The	 three	 interviews	were	all	 conducted	 in	February	2020	 (5.2.,	19.2.	and	23.2.)	at	 the	café	of	 the	
Museum	of	 Contemporary	 Art	 Kiasma.	 Aier	mee-ng	 an	 interviewee	 in	 the	 entrance	 space	 of	 the	
museum,	we	would	go	straight	to	the	exhibi-on	spaces	together.	In	order	to	minimise	my	influence	
on	 the	 interviewees’	 experience	 of	 the	 film,	 no	 further	 instruc-ons	 or	 explana-ons	 were	 given	
beforehand.	Together	with	each	interviewee	I	watched	the	short	film	once.	One	of	them	had	already	
seen	 the	 piece	 before	 and	 the	 two	 others	 had	 not.	 I	 stayed	 in	 the	 exhibi-on	 space	with	 them	 to	





Each	 conversa-on	 started	with	 the	 interviewees	 telling	about	where	 they	grew	up	where	 they	 live	
now,	 how	 they	 are	 related	 to	 and	par-cipate	 in	 the	 Sámi	 culture	 and	where	 their	 ancestors	 come	
from.	In	addi-on,	we	talked	about	their	own	occupa-on	and	family’s	professions.	Further,	the	topics	
of	 the	 conversa-ons	 ranged	 from	poli-cs	 to	 art	philosophy	 to	environmental	 issues,	 depending	on	
which	themes	were	relevant	for	each	interviewee	in	the	context	of	Birds	in	the	Earth.	In	addi-on	to	





the	 lassoed	 items	 in	 the	 snow	 represent	 for	 you?	 How	 do	 you	 understand	 the	 scene	 at	 Finnish	
parliament	house	where	 the	 twins	dance	wildly	 in	 their	gákH?	What	does	 it	mean	 to	you	 that	 the	
dancers	keep	spinning	in	the	ending	of	the	film?	Are	there	other	scenes	which	are	meaningful	to	you	
and	if	so	which	ones	and	how?	What	does	the	-tle	Birds	in	the	Earth	mean	to	you?	Coming	from	the	










are	 inherently	bivocal	co-crea-ons,	there	are	several	 levels	which	can	be	analysed.	 In	this	case,	the	
focus	 was	 on	 interpre-ng	 Birds	 in	 the	 Earth	 which	 was	 also	 the	 main	 focal	 point	 in	 this	
phenomenological	analysis.	For	 iden-fying	the	reoccurring	themes	of	each	 individual	 interview	and	
for	grouping	topics	overarching	the	three	 interviews,	 these	had	to	be	 listened	to	and	read	mul-ple	
-mes.	 Deciphering	 and	 describing	 each	 interviewee’s	 experience	 and	 interpreta-on	 meant	
comparing	those	with	each	other,	 to	the	short	film,	to	my	 literary	sources	and	to	my	own	analysis.	




narra-ve	 interpreta-ons	 of	 Birds	 in	 the	 Earth	 illumina-ng	 each	 topic	 from	 different	 perspec-ves	
through	 various	 voices.	 Instead	 of	 offering	 a	 linear	 and	 logical	 narra-ve,	 the	 interpreta-ons	 are	
diffused	 by	 the	 mul-plicity	 of	 the	 narra-ve	 possibili-es.	 Decentering	 the	 interpreta-on	 creates	 a	
branched	 out	 network	 of	 meanings	 with	 the	 short	 film	 as	 its	 stem	 and	 common	 denominator.	




4 . 	De s c r i p t i ve 	 ana l y s i s 	
Two	 Indigenous	 dancers	 performing	 the	 ballet	 choreography	 Dying	 swan	 in	 front	 of	 the	 Finnish	
parliament	house	–	 this	was	Marja	Helander’s	 ini-al	 idea	of	what	 later	evolved	 into	her	 short	film	











about	 the	 contradic-on	 between	 Sámi	 people	 and	 the	 state	 of	 Finland,	 concerning	 the	
ownership	of	the	land	and	the	sovereignty	of	Sámi	people.” 	97
Before	 inves-ga-ng	 the	 different	 narra-ves	 of	 the	 short	 film	 divided	 into	 the	 chapters	 of	
choreography,	costume,	props	and	scenography,	the	next	part	describes	what	we	can	see	and	hear	in	




people	standing	side	by	side	 (see	cover	 image).	Their	 long	brown	hair	 is	blowing	 in	 the	wind	while	
their	shoulders	are	covered	by	white	scarves	with	pastel	coloured	ornaments.	A	midnight	blue	cloth	is	
peaking	through	the	scarf’s	fringes.	A	delicate	jewellery	is	dangling	from	the	one	ear	that	the	blowing	
wind	 is	 uncovering	 from	 the	 hair.	 As	 their	 upper	 bodies	 turn	 towards	 us,	 the	 protagonists	 hold	 a	











the	 feet	 with	 red	 leg	 warmers	 and	 terracoSa-coloured	 shoes	 with	 red	 and	 blue	 pompoms.	 The	
ground	 is	of	rough	rock	and	reddish	moss.	The	foggy	blue	and	grey	sky	 is	filling	most	of	the	frame.	
The	 intense	 blue	 and	 red	 colours	 of	 the	 girls’	 costumes	 seem	 to	 be	 picking	 up	 the	 colours	 of	 the	






pointe	 shoes	 and	white	 -ghts.	 Their	 long-stretched	 posi-on	makes	 the	 girls	 appear	 tall	 and	 lean.	
Behind	 them	we	see	s-ll	waters,	maybe	a	 lake,	 surrounded	by	dark	needle	 trees.	The	ground	 is	of	
arc-c	forest	vegeta-on.	By	opening	their	arms	wide	to	the	sides,	the	twins	start	moving	in	gracious	
ballet	paSerns.	As	 they	 raise	onto	pointed	 toes,	 they	 take	-ny	steps	on	 the	spot,	whilst	 their	arms	
begin	to	smoothly	and	slowly	flap	as	if	they	were	wings	instead.	
An	 interluded	 bird’s-eye	 view	 carries	 us	 across	 a	 snowy	 landscape	with	 leafless	 trees	 cas-ng	 long	
shadows	 (figure	 2).	We	no-ce	 two	 fresh	 tracks	 of	 footprints.	 Back	with	 the	 dancers,	we	 see	 them	





image,	 while	 the	 background	moves	 past.	 They	 pass	 what	 seems	 to	 be	 a	 supermarket	 and	 a	 gas	
sta-on.	In	the	background	we	see	a	snow-covered	fell	with	a	pole	on	top	of	it.	We	hear	the	dancers’	








birches	 in	 the	white	 snowy	 landscape.	 The	 sun	 is	 peaking	 through	 from	 the	upper	 lei	 corner.	 The	
soundscape	grows	more	quiet	and	the	girls	suddenly	run	into	the	frame.	They	stop	behind	each	other,	
throwing	a	red	and	a	yellow	lasso	into	the	air	and	across	the	frame.	The	flying	lassos	are	shown	in	a	











cover,	 a	 big	 stuffed	 white	 bird’s	 –	 possibly	 a	 swan’s	 –	 wing,	 a	 golden	 ballroom	 dancing	 shoe,	 an	
embroidery	showing	a	blond	female	angel	spreading	her	arms	above	two	walking	children	–	probably	
a	varia-on	of	the	pain-ng	Guardian	Angel	by	Bernhard	Plockhorst.	The	twins	are	standing	behind	an	




more	 leafless	 birches.	 The	 twins	 are	 con-nuing	 their	 ballet	 choreography.	We	 are	 watching	 them	
through	 the	birch	branches.	 For	a	moment	 the	camera	 takes	us	 closer	 to	 the	dancers,	 zooming	on	
their	faces	and	upper	body.	As	the	sound	fades	out,	the	camera	retreats.	The	dancers	have	frozen	into	
a	long-stretched	pose.	A	lingering	sound	slowly	appears.	
The	 next	 frame	 shows	 a	 crooked	 red	wooden	 pole	with	 a	 sign	 saying	 “VALTION	MAATA”	with	 the	
sub-tles	 “State-owned	 land”	 and	 “Stáhta	 eana”	 amidst	 green-leaved	 birch	 trees,	 green	 grass	 and	
moss	ground.	On	each	side	of	the	pole	one	twin	is	balancing	on	one	leg	while	holding	onto	the	pole	
with	 one	 hand.	 The	 other	 arm	 is	 in	 a	 curved	 posi-on	 next	 to	 the	 head.	 A	 slow	 stretching	
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With	an	accelerated	 rhythm	 in	both	movement	and	 female-sung	audio,	 the	ballet	 girls	 are	moving	
forwards	while	dancing,	spinning	and	jumping	on	an	elevated	ridge	of	rocky	land.	The	foreground	is	




lii	 their	arms	 into	 the	round	shape	we	have	seen	before,	emphasised	by	 the	 familiar	 female	voice	
singing	 a	 three	 tone	 vocal	 sound.	 Aier	 a	 short	 silence,	 the	 voice	 con-nues	 and	 the	 camera	 is	
hovering	over	a	dark	green	 landscape.	Spots	of	rock	peak	through	what	appears	to	be	moss.	There	
are	fences	crossing	the	land	and	patches	of	dark	blue	water.	
Next,	 we	 watch	 the	 girls	 walking	 up	 from	 the	 water	 onto	 a	 street.	 On	 the	 roadside,	 there	 is	 an	
adver-sing	board	with	a	bear	wearing	a	 red	 scarf	and	an	“OPEN”	sign	hanging	 from	 its	arm	which	
points	towards	the	road.	Now	on	a	small	path,	the	girls	dance	and	move	forward	between	pine	trees.	
Behind	them	we	see	a	playground	with	a	sandpit	and	toy	cars.	In	the	back,	there	is	a	broad	wooden	
cabin.	 The	bass	 clarinet	 is	 playing	a	 calm	melody	 in	minor	 key.	 The	dancers	pass	 a	wooden	 swing,	
benches	and	tables.	On	top	of	the	cabin	are	huge	white	leSers	spelling	the	word	“Karhu”,	in	English	
‘bear’.	At	the	entrance,	there	are	a	flag	of	Finland	and	some	flower	decora-ons.	Between	the	dancers	
and	 the	 camera	 stands	 a	 stand-in	 photo	 prop	 picturing	 three	 bears	 with	 a	 red	 scarf	 spelling	
“Karhutupa”,	‘bear	cabin’.	A	red	coca	cola	sun	umbrella,	more	flowers	and	a	big	white	sign	with	the	
words	 “SOUVENIRS	 &	 CAFÉ”	 are	 crossed.	 In	 the	 back,	 there	 are	 some	 animal	 statues:	 an	 owl,	 a	
reindeer	 with	 a	 red	 rope	 around	 its	 antlers	 and	 a	 sleigh	 on	 the	 front	 porch,	 several	 smaller	 bear	
statues	 and	 a	 big	 standing	 bear	with	 another	 red	 rope	 around	his	 neck.	 There	might	 be	 Sámi	 and	
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Finnish	flags,	yet	they	are	tangled	and	not	clearly	recognisable.	The	camera	is	passing	another	stand-






between	 tall	 buildings	 with	 stone	 and	 classicist	 facades.	 Shop	 signs	 are	 illuminated	 and	 adver-se	
businesses	such	as	“Handelsbanken”	and	“ROLEX”.	A	green	7-tram	is	taking	a	turn	to	the	 lei	as	we	
watch	the	girls	march	on	from	a	worm’s-eye	view	making	them	and	the	buildings	appear	tall.	
























by	 a	 harmonium.	 As	 the	 view	 switches	 to	 bird’s	 eye,	 the	 female	 singing	 voice	 in	 the	 imaginary	
language	replaces	the	earlier	sound.	We	watch	the	ballet	dancers	con-nue	their	circling	and	flapping	
amidst	a	rocky	ground	covered	with	small	stones.	The	camera	slowly	rotates	in	the	same	direc-on	as	












opportunity	 to	 empathise.	 The	 costumes	 and	 especially	 the	 costume	 changes	 tell	 us	 about	 the	
iden--es	of	the	protagonists.	Through	the	two	differing	appearances,	specific	scenes	are	highlighted	
and	 the	film’s	dramaturgical	 curve	 is	 painted.	 Props	 and	 scenography	of	Birds	 in	 the	Earth	 provide	
physical	context	to	the	ac-ons.	Together	with	the	scenography,	the	props	bring	a	humorous	nuance	
to	 the	 short	film.	Placing	and	 interac-on	with	objects	and	 surroundings	 create	an	absurdity,	which	
visualises	the	complexity	of	the	subject	maSers	as	well	as	leaves	the	spectator	with	ques-ons.	Similar	
to	 the	 costumes,	 the	 scenography	 underlines	 the	 contrast	 between	 cultures	 and	 life	 styles.	
Addi-onally,	 as	 the	 Sámi	 form	 a	 strong	 togetherness	 with	 land	 and	 environment,	 this	 raises	
scenography	and	props	into	an	ac-ve	role	of	meaning-making.		
The	overall	uni-ng	hypothesis	of	interpre-ng	Birds	in	the	Earth	as	an	explora-on	of	the	Sámi	culture,	
history	 and	 contemporary	 iden-ty	 stems	 from	 clear	 references.	 As	 men-oned	 before,	 Helander	
examines	her	own	Sámi	 iden-ty	and	general	Sámi	discourses	 in	her	ar-s-c	work.	Furthermore,	 the	
two	dancers	and	choreographers	Birit	and	Katja	Haarla	are	Sámi	themselves.	The	short	film	contains	
numerous	 references	 to	 Sámi	 culture.	 These	 include	 the	 tradi-onal	 Sámi	 costume	 gákH	 and	 the	
tradi-onal	 Sámi	music	 joik.	 The	 homeland	 of	 the	 Sámi	 called	 Sápmi	 is	 used	 as	 as	 scenography	 for	
mul-ple	 scenes	as	well	 as	 in	 the	opening	environment.	 Lassos	used	 in	 the	 tradi-onal	 livelihood	of	
reindeer	herding	and	Sámi	scarves	appear	as	props	to	illustrate	the	narra-ves.	Audio	and	visual	leads	
form	the	basis	for	interpre-ng	the	movie	in	the	context	of	the	Sámi.	
5.1 . 	Choreography 	
Choreography	describes	“the	composi-on	and	arrangement	of	dances	especially	for	ballet”,	yet	it	also	
refers	 to	 “the	 art	 of	 symbolically	 represen-ng	 dancing” .	 Aier	 a	 linear	 run-through	 of	 the	98
choreographic	 elements	 and	 their	 narra-ves,	 the	 following	 segment	 compares	 the	 dance	 parts	 of	




choreography	 in	 the	 broader	 sense	 comprises	 non-dance	 sequences	 as	 well,	 the	 following	
inves-gates	the	scenes	and	their	significance	in	the	short	film	as	a	whole.	Lastly	in	this	segment,	the	
choreography	of	Birds	in	the	Earth	is	put	into	the	context	of	the	Sámi	music	art	form	of	joik,	exploring	
the	 sugges-ons	of	 tradi-onal	 Sámi	 storytelling	and	 classical	ballet	 as	 a	 joint	 concept:	 a	dance	 joik.	
Before	 comparing	 the	 short	 film	 to	 other	 sources,	 we	 examine	 the	 different	 movement	 quali-es	
shown	in	Birds	in	the	Earth	and	their	input	to	the	narra-ve.	
5.1.1.	Moving	through	the	scenes	





Court	 members	 dressed	 up	 in	 order	 to	 perform	 dances	 including	 sung	 and	 spoken	 word	 drawing	
mythological	and	allegorical	 images.	 Later,	 the	Russian	style	has	had	a	great	 influence	on	ballet	up	



















knowledge	 instead	of	wriSen	 texts.	 In	addi-on,	both	have	diverse	dis-nct	 tradi-ons	depending	on	





the	 twins	 are	 wearing	 ballet	 costumes,	 the	 dancers	 are	 taking	 the	 spectator	 on	 a	 journey.	 The	




As	 the	 dancers	 pass	 the	 supermarket	 and	 gas	 sta-on	with	 their	 long	 strides,	 the	 rhythm	 of	 these	
steps	 is	 recognised	by	 interviewee	A	as	belonging	to	a	willow	grouse.	 Interviewee	A	describes	how	





















wings	 anymore.	 Their	 movements	 and	 short	 s-ll	 posi-ons	 are	 aligning	 with	 the	 tree	 branches	
surrounding	them.	“Then,	you	need	to	know	more	about	nature.”,	interviewee	A	states.	Interviewee	
A	 tells	 about	 the	 tundra	 and	an	autumnal	moth	 catastrophe.	A	 large	 amount	of	 birch	 trees	of	 the	


















can	 also	 be	 understood	 as	 an	 interpreta-on	 of	 the	 signpost.	 Shortly	 switching	 back	 to	 the	 ballet	
poses,	 the	 mys-c	 flow	 of	 the	 scene	 con-nues,	 which	 is	 emphasised	 by	 the	 male	 joik	 voice	 and	
percussion	sounds.	The	ballet	poses	build	up	suspense	as	suddenly	the	ballet	girls	are	breaking	from	
the	ballet	performing	characters	again	like	we	saw	before	in	the	scene	with	the	lassos.	In	contrast	to	










and	 na-onali-es.	Whereas	 the	 Sámi	 had	 ownership	 rights	 about	 their	 land	 at	 least	 un-l	 the	 16th	
century,	ninety	percept	of	the	Sámi	homeland	nowadays	is	state-owned.	Despite	the	inves-ga-on	of	
mul-ple	 commiSees,	 there	 is	 no	 official	 record	 about	 how	 and	when	 the	 land	 has	 become	 state-
owned.	It	has	been	thus	argued	that	the	landownership	of	Sápmi	has	never	been	legally	transferred	
to	 the	 state.	 The	 ownership	 of	 the	 Sámi	 sempiternal	 land	 has	 become	 one	 of	 many	 unresolved	
disputes	 between	 the	 Sámi	 and	 the	 state	 of	 Finland. 	 Covering	 the	 “state-owned”	 part	 of	 the	103
signpost	 can	 thus	 be	 seen	 as	 a	 symbolic	 gesture	 of	 disobedience	 against	 illegi-mately	 established	
laws	and	their	consequences.	Furthermore,	owning	and	ruling	land	is	contradictory	to	how	the	Sámi	
experience	 togetherness	of	 living	beings	 including	humans	 and	 land.	 Interviewee	B	 emphasises	on	
this	 communal	 aspect:	When	 the	 “state-owned”	 sign	 is	 covered,	 only	 “land”	 is	 lei.	 Interviewee	 B	
understands	the	message	of	this	scene	as	a	poli-cal	statement:	Either	this	land	belongs	to	the	Sámi	or	




Both	 Sámi	 and	 Finnish	 people	 have	 to	 be	 able	 to	 live	 together	 in	 harmony.	 Albeit,	 interviewee	 B	
admits	to	understand	the	need	of	the	Sámi	to	par-cipate	in	the	decisions	concerning	land	use.	
As	 state-owned	 land	 also	 hun-ng	 permissions	 in	 Sápmi	 are	 regulated	 by	 the	 na-onal	 government	
which	 is	one	of	the	things	transferring	the	dispute	about	 landownership	to	a	prac-cal	 level.	Hence,	




to	 get	 a	 legal	 authorisa-on	 for	 shoo-ng	 birds	 with	 tourists	 as	 the	 main	 buyers.	 Interviewee	 A	 is	
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the	 Tana	 riverbed.	 Interviewee	 A	 resumes	 about	 fishing	 laws	 which	 seem	 to	 give	 more	 rights	 to	
tourists	 than	 locals.	 “A	 couple	 of	 years	 ago,	 the	 regula-ons	 were	 changed	 again	 and	 it	 was	 a	
catastrophe	for	local	companies	and	people.”,	interviewee	A	reports.	The	Finnish	state	decreased	80	
percent	 for	 the	 tradi-onal	 Sámi	 fishing	methods	 and	 only	 40	 percent	 for	 the	 touris-c	 free	 fishing	
methods. 	 “Now,	 people	 are	 going	 to	 court	 about	 this.”	 Aier	 the	 adjustments	 of	 the	 Tana	 river	104
agreement	 concerning	 fishing	 in	 2017	 ac-vists	 gathered	 and	 established	 a	 moratorium	 on	 the	
Tiirasaari	 island	amidst	the	Tana	river.	Here,	they	declared	the	new	Tana	river	agreement	not	to	be	













routes	 of	 the	 Sámi	 reindeer	when	 the	na-onal	 borders	were	 set,	 the	 Sámi	 also	 had	 to	 leave	 their	
home	regions	to	make	space	for	reservoirs. 	 In	1954,	the	state	and	premier	minister	had	come	to	107
the	official	decision	of	erec-ng	a	hydroelectric	power	sta-on	at	the	river	Kemi	which	is	up	un-l	now	
the	 longest	river	 in	the	state	of	Finland.	Again,	 the	Sámi	were	faced	with	accomplished	facts	about	








required	 a	 similar	 procedure.	 Only	 this	 -me,	 the	 Sámi	 were	 protes-ng	 against	 it.	 In	 the	 end,	 not	
everyone	was	willing	to	sell	their	land	which	led	to	the	expropria-on	of	estates.	In	total	640	residents	




these	 earlier	 and	 contemporary	 incidents.	 In	 a	 quick	 pace,	 the	dancers	 have	 crossed	 the	dam	and	




The	 twins	have	 lei	 the	previous	 sequence	of	 the	Tana	 river.	 The	aSen-on	 is	 directed	 towards	 the	
sights	 where	 the	 twins	 are	 dancing	 ballet.	Walking	 up	 casually	 from	 a	 lake	 or	 river	 onto	 a	 street	
presents	itself	to	us	as	a	short	interlude	or	introduc-on	to	the	next	topic:	tourism.	They	pass	through	
the	 yard	 of	 the	 Karhutupa	 at	 the	 Karhunpesäkivi	 (in	 English:	 ‘Bear’s	 den	 rock’,	 own	 transla-on),	 a	
well-known	 tourist	 aSrac-on	 at	 the	 Ivalo-Inari-highway.	 To	 the	 Sámi,	 the	 Karhutupa	 at	 the	
Karhunpesäkivi	is	known	for	malprac-ce.	All	three	interviewees	recognise	the	Karhutupa	and	connect	
it	 to	 appropria-on.	 Interviewee	 A	 recognises	 it	 immediately:	 “The	 souvenirs	 sold	 there	 are	 from	
China	instead	of	real	Sámi	products.	The	people	who	stood	at	the	coSages	and	who	were	filmed	by	








Sámi	 culture	 to	 lead	 the	 tourists	 instead	 of	 having	 the	 tourists	 define	 the	 Sámi	 culture.	 Similarly,	

















and	 technical	 features	 that	 exemplify	 leading	 architecture	 of	 the	 -me	 they	 were	 constructed.	 Its	
oldest	part	cons-tutes	the	eastern	end	as	the	alignment	stems	from	the	1640s. 	109
When	watching	the	twins	dancing	and	walking	at	Aleksanterinkatu,	 it	seems	as	 if	 they	have	slowed	
down.	However,	when	viewing	this	scene	in	comparison	to	the	same	choreographic	stride	in	Utsjoki	










Interviewee	A	experiences	 this	 contrast	 in	 the	 scenography.	 “It	 is	 challenging	 to	narrate	 something	
without	 words.	 You	 succeed	 when	 you	 speak	 with	 and	 through	 emo-ons	 and	 feelings.	 Nature	 is	




the	parliament	as	amazing,	 it	nevertheless	 is	cold	to	them.	 Interviewee	B	agrees:	When	thinking	of	
Helsinki,	 a	 mixed	 pile	 of	 streets	 and	 houses	 come	 to	 mind	 as	 well	 as	 the	 railway	 sta-on.	 Having	
moved	away	from	Sápmi	eleven	years	ago	 interviewee	B	states:	“I	would	 like	to	move	back	home.”	
Interviewee	 B	 reminisces	 about	 the	 nature	 of	 the	 North	 which	 is	 not	 the	 same	 as	 the	 nature	 in	
Helsinki.	 “Well,	 there	 is	 nature	 here.	 But	 not	 the	 kind	 of	 nature	 that	 I	 know	 how	 to	 be	 in.”,	
interviewee	 B	 describes.	 Having	 lived	 their	 whole	 life	 next	 to	 a	 river,	 they	 do	 not	 feel	 the	 same	
togetherness	 with	 the	 sea.	 The	 sea	 can	 be	 in-mida-ng.	 The	 river	 does	 not	 scare	 interviewee	 B.	
Neither	 does	 a	 walk	 in	 the	 home	 forest	 of	 the	 North.	 Yet,	 in	 the	 Helsinki	 metropolitan	 area	
interviewee	B	fears	geqng	lost,	similarly	to	the	trouble	of	orienta-ng	in	the	city	center.	Interviewee	B	
describes	how	they	miss	 reference	points	 from	a	 further	distance:	There	 is	no	 fell	or	arc-c	hill	and	





at	 the	 Finnish	 parliament	 house.	While	 striding	 forwards,	 the	 dancers	 pause	 dynamically,	 slowing	
down	their	movements	to	create	the	illusion	of	a	pose.	In	many	of	these	dynamic	poses,	they	stand	
up	on	their	toes,	raising	their	arms	as	if	trying	to	reach	as	high	as	the	granite	columns.	Aier	circling	
the	columns,	 they	pass	 in	 front	of	 the	stuffed	reindeer.	 It	seems	to	be	wai-ng	for	admission	at	the	
front	door	of	the	parliament	house.	
Next,	 the	 dancers	 are	 in	 their	gákH	 dancing	 freely	 and	wildly	 on	 the	 stairs	 in	 front	 of	 the	 Finnish	






their	 journey.	 They	 have	 arrived.	 As	 they	 kneel	 down,	 they	 rest	 their	 head	 on	 the	 floor.	 The	 next	
frame	shows	shortly	the	stuffed	reindeer	again.	As	the	sounds	fade	out,	it	remains	facing	to	the	lei	at	
the	lower	end	of	the	parliament	house.	
In	 this	 sequence,	 there	 are	 several	 versions	 of	 the	 Sámi	 image.	 It	 assembles	 a	mixture	 of	 outside	
imposed	 stereotypes	 and	 experienced	 reali-es.	 The	 reindeer’s	 s-ffness	 is	 juxtaposed	 with	 the	
liveliness	 and	 elegance	 of	 the	 twins.	 Both	 the	 reindeer	 and	 the	 twin	 couple	 are	 represen-ng	 the	
Sámi.	 Yet,	 the	 reindeer	 is	 an	 outdated	 stereotypical	 image	 of	 the	 Sámi	 iden-ty.	 “It	 is	 not	 a	 living	
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reindeer	but	poor,	run-down,	worn	off	by	-me.	The	Sámi	are	oien	presented	in	a	similar	manner:	as	
old	memories	of	 the	past.”,	 interviewee	C	describes	 this	 image	of	 the	Sámi	as	dusty	and	outdated.	




need	 to	 think	about	what	 the	Sámi	 iden-ty	means.	 “Nowadays”,	 interviewee	C	narrates,	 “probably	
every	Sámi	has	had	to	reflect	on	this	in	one	way	or	another.”	At	least	this	is	the	case	for	the	ones	who	
live	outside	of	Sápmi	and	are	not	in	constant	interac-on	with	other	Sámi.	Interviewee	C	talks	about	
how	not	every	member	of	 their	 family	has	 searched	 for	 their	 Sámi	 iden-ty	 like	 interviewee	C	has.	
Being	with	their	own	family	does	not	give	the	experience	of	coming	into	contact	with	Sámi	people.	
However,	the	Sámi	culture	has	had	an	impact	through	everyday	life	such	as	the	Sámi	costumes	and	
shoes,	 ea-ng	 reindeer	meat	 and	 going	 fishing	with	 the	 grandparents.	 The	 tradi-onal	 Sámi	way	 of	
living	has	been	present	 in	 interviewee	C’s	 life.	Nonetheless,	 interviewee	C	describes	how	they	miss	





learned	 their	 Sámi	 mother	 tongue.	 Oien	 Sámi,	 who	 grow	 up	 outside	 of	 the	 community	 alike	
interviewee	C,	search	for	their	roots.	In	this	process	language	plays	a	crucial	part.	
When	being	 asked	 to	 define	 the	 Sámi	 iden-ty,	 almost	 all	 Sámi	 refer	 to	 the	 language	 as	 important	
element,	albeit	belonging	to	the	genera-ons	that	have	lost	their	mother	tongue.	Other	components	
are	the	Sámi	handicrais,	tradi-onal	diet	and	music.	A	close	togetherness	with	nature	and	tradi-onal	
Sámi	 livelihood	 are	 considered	 self-explanatorily	 as	 Sámi.	 Besides	 reindeer	 tradi-ons,	 the	 Sámi	
iden-ty	 is	experienced	as	dis-nct	 from	the	Finnish	mainland	culture	through	a	stronger	connec-on	









The	 Sámi	 culture	 has	 a	 strong	 emphasis	 on	 togetherness	 with	 nature	 as	 well	 as	 on	 tradi-onal	
handicrai.	 Interviewee	 A	 elaborates	 on	 the	 forms	 of	 nature	which	 are	 carved	 out	 of	 wood	when	
working	with	 it.	 Interviewee	A	explains	how	Sámi	culture	 is	displayed	by	 the	ballet	girls:	 “We	have	






The	 composi-on	 of	 this	 sequence	 consists	 of	 three	 different	 movement	 styles:	 ballet,	 free	
improvisa-on	and	s-llness.	The	wild	and	free	dance	scene,	in	which	the	twins	are	wearing	their	gákH,	
might	 cater	 to	 stereotypes	 in	 a	 similar	 way	 as	 the	 stuffed,	 worn-out	 reindeer.	 Drawing	 from	 the	
previous	remarks	about	contemporary	Sámi	culture	as	a	mixture	of	 influences	and	represen-ng	the	
Sámi	 despite	 the	 use	 of	 art	 forms	 adopted	 from	 other	 cultures,	 the	movements	 in	 this	 sequence	
show	a	cross-sec-on	of	the	images	there	are	about	the	Sámi.	In	all	three	interviews,	the	knowledge	
gap	 about	 the	 Sámi	 in	 the	 popula-on	 of	 the	 Finnish	 mainland	 was	 discussed	 and	 declared.	 The	
contrast	 between	 s-ffness,	 elegant	 yet	 strict	 ballet	 and	 free	 movement	 might	 also	 represent	 the	
rela-onship	 of	 the	 mainland	 popula-on	 with	 the	 Sámi:	 Through	 longstanding	 stereotypes,	 some	
might	not	be	willing	to	give	up	on	their	outdated	image	of	the	Sámi,	thinking	of	them	as	ex-nct	tribe	
that	no	longer	is	alive.	Others	might	s-ll	see	the	Sámi	through	touris-c	marke-ng	views	as	wild	and	
free	people	 living	 in	 the	North.	 In	 this	 line,	 the	ballerinas	might	represent	a	contemporary	view	on	
the	Sámi	iden-ty	embracing	both	new	influences	and	old	tradi-ons.	The	ballet	dance	and	costume	is	
what	we	 can	 see,	 yet	 a	 cultural	 iden-ty	 such	 as	 language,	 togetherness	with	 nature	 and	 a	 strong	
community	are	not	necessarily	visible	to	the	eye.	
The	 switch	 is	 drama-c	 when	 the	 scene	 cuts	 from	 the	 free	 movements	 in	 gákH	 to	 the	 ballerinas	
turning	 like	 in	 a	music-box.	 The	 toy	ballerinas	 in	 a	music-box	are	oien	mechanically	wound	up	by	
turning	a	lever	in	order	to	ini-ate	dance	when	opening	the	cover.	This	associa-on	suggests	that	the	
spinning	 ballerinas	 in	 front	 of	 the	 parliament	 are	 also	 controlled	 by	 an	 outside	 force.	 With	 the	
poli-cal	and	cultural	past	and	present	discourses,	this	scene	can	be	seen	as	another	experien-al	hint	
at	 the	 colonialist	history	of	 the	Sámi.	Their	 right	 to	execute	 tradi-ons	and	culture	 is	 given,	 yet	 the	
prac-cali-es	are	made	difficult	as	in	the	example	of	fishing	authorisa-ons	demonstrates.	This	could	




The	 last	 scene	shows	the	dancers	 repea-ng	the	wing-flapping	movement	as	 they	spin	on	 the	spot.	
They	keep	on	turning	as	the	camera	retreats	and	the	image	fades	to	black.	The	movements	carry	on	
during	 the	 fade-out	 which	 suggests	 an	 open	 end	 to	 the	 story.	 The	 conclusion	 of	 the	 film	 is	 a	
con-nua-on.	“The	ending	 is	a	bit	distressing	as	 they	remain	 in	 the	churn.	That	 is	not	a	solu-on	to	
anything.”,	 interviewee	B	worries.	 Seeing	 the	dancers	keep	on	spinning	 reminds	 interviewee	B	of	a	
limbo	without	the	possibility	to	exit.	In	turn,	interviewee	A	suggests	the	circula-on	of	the	narra-ve.	
Like	migratory	birds,	 interviewee	A	 interprets	 the	dancers	 to	be	 returning	 to	 the	North	 leaving	 the	
stuffed	reindeer	at	the	steps	of	the	parliament	house.	The	choreography	 is	not	only	taking	place	 in	




look	 at	 the	 ballet	 associa-ons	 and	 connota-ons	 in	 the	 choreography	 of	 Birds	 in	 the	 Earth.	 Even	
without	Helander’s	statement	about	the	ini-al	idea	of	two	Indigenous	girls	dancing	the	Dying	Swan	
choreography	in	front	of	the	Finnish	parliament, 	most	probably	associate	ballet	costumes	with	the	111




to	 mind	 when	 connec-ng	 the	 short	 film	 to	 the	 ballet	 piece.	 Both	 the	 choreographies	 and	 the	
narra-ves	 deriving	 from	 the	 embodied	 meaning	 of	 the	 classical	 ballet	 and	 the	 short	 film	 are	
compared.	
First,	a	common	misconcep-on	needs	to	be	clarified.	Although	oien	mixed	up,	Swan	Lake	and	The	










through	a	man	swearing	 true	 love	 for	her.	The	narra-ve	 includes	 the	magician’s	daughter	 trying	 to	
appear	 as	 the	 princess	 in	 order	 to	 trick	 the	 prince	 in	 choosing	 her	 as	 wife	 instead	 of	 the	 swan	
princess.	The	two	roles	of	the	real	and	fake	princess	are	oien	performed	by	the	same	ballerina.	There	










Whereas	Swan	 Lake	presents	 itself	 as	 a	 roman-c	 story,	Birds	 in	 the	Earth	 seems	 to	be	an	abstract	
allegory.	
In	 the	 story	 of	 Swan	 Lake,	 the	 magician	 is	 using	 his	 power	 to	 control	 the	 form	 of	 the	 princess.	
Similarly	 in	Helander’s	short	film,	the	twin	dancers	change	their	character	and	costumes.	Yet,	there	
are	 scenes,	 such	 as	 throwing	 the	 lassos	 and	 catching	 objects	 in	 the	 snow,	where	 their	 characters,	
















iden-fying	 the	magician’s	 role	as	 an	abstract	 force,	which	keeps	 the	protagonist(s)	 in	 an	unnatural	
form,	the	strict	conven-ons	of	ballet	dance	can	be	seen	as	 its	 illustra-on.	Each	-ny	movement	and	





Norway,	 Sweden,	 Finland	 and	 Russia,	 also	 the	 Sámi	 individuals	 were	 pressured	 into	 the	model	 of	
majority	cultures.	In	the	chapter	Kaukana	kotoa	(in	English:	‘Far	away	from	home’,	own	transla-on),	




Sámi	 children	 only	 spoke	 their	 mother	 tongue	 at	 arrival.	 School	 books	 were	 teaching	 about	 the	
“yellow-faced	Lapps”	which	the	Sámi	were	oien	referred	to	at	that	-me	and	how	these	were	living	in	
poverty	and	were	going	to	die	from	ex-nc-on.	Needless	to	say,	Sámi	children	were	not	only	excluded	








family	 used	 to	 have	 their	 own	 drum.	 However,	 chris-anity	 arrived	 in	 Sápmi	 already	 in	 the	 11th	
century	when	churches	were	built	on	the	shores	of	the	Gulf	of	Bothnia	and	the	Arc-c	Ocean. 	The	116
final	conversion	was	enforced	in	1686	when	the	church	law	was	changed	and	the	Sámi	were	obliged	





















The	 solo	piece	The	Dying	Swan	 is	oien	 thought	 to	be	one	of	 the	ending	 scenes	of	 the	Swan	Lake	
ballet	as	the	princess	swan	dies	in	some	varia-ons. 	However,	in	contrast	to	the	four	act	ballet	Swan	120
Lake,	 the	 solo	 The	Dying	Swan	 is	a	 short	one	act	 choreography	expressing	 the	struggles	of	a	dying	
bird.	This	can	also	be	seen	as	a	metaphor	for	the	ephemeral	art	of	dance	which	only	lives	during	the	
show.	The	Dying	Swan	was	premiered	 in	1907	 in	St.	Petersburg	thirty	years	aier	Swan	Lake.	 It	was	
originally	choreographed	for	ballerina	Anna	Pavlova	who	became	known	as	the	Immortal	Swan	as	she	
kept	dancing	the	solo	throughout	her	life. 	The	Dying	Swan	has	since	become	a	symbol	which	has	121


















When	drawing	parallels	 between	Birds	 in	 the	 Earth	 and	 the	 choreographies	of	Swan	 Lake	 and	The	
Dying	Swan,	 there	are	mul-ple	similar	movements	to	be	found.	As	Swan	Lake	and	The	Dying	Swan	
are	choreographies	instead	of	fixed	video	material,	the	movement	interpreta-ons	of	the	set	paSerns	
differ	 not	 only	 between	 each	 dancer,	 but	 also	 between	 each	 dance.	 For	 a	 short	 comparison	 of	
movements	and	their	quali-es,	I	am	using	three	performances.	For	Swan	Lake,	this	is	a	live	recording	
from	The	Teatro	Degli	Arcimboldi	in	2004	with	Svetlana	Zakharova	in	the	two	main	roles	of	the	swan	
princess	 and	 the	 magician’s	 daughter. 	 In	 case	 of	 The	 Dying	 Swan,	 the	 viewed	 material	 is	 an	123
interpreta-on	by	the	original	dancer	Anna	Pavlova’s. 	In	addi-on,	I	draw	from	another	varia-on	by	124
Zakharova	 from	2010. 	 Zakharova’s	 videos	had	been	 ideals	 for	 the	 twins	 from	Birds	 in	 the	 Earth,	125
while	having	to	prac-ce	ballet	at	home	due	to	the	lack	of	a	ballet	school	in	Utsjoki. 		126
The	most	 relevant	movement	 of	 resemblance	 in	 the	 three	 choreographies	 are	 the	 fluSering	 arms	
(figures	7–9).	 In	combina-on	with	their	white	ballet	costumes,	this	signature	movement	transforms	
each	 of	 the	 dancers	 into	 a	 swan.	 Yet,	 there	 are	 differences	 in	 the	 movement’s	 execu-on.	 In	
comparison	 with	 Zakharova,	 Pavola’s	 version	 shows	more	 struggle	 and	 pain,	 for	 example,	 at	 1:50	
(figure	14)	as	she	goes	down	 in	struggle.	Simultaneously,	her	expressive	and	oien	 fast	movements	







































Dying	 Swan	 seem	 to	 have	 inspired	 the	making	 of	Birds	 in	 the	 Earth.	 Generally,	 portraying	 poli-cal	
content	can	easily	come	across	as	provoca-ve	and	thereby	split	the	public	by	their	opinions.	Birds	in	
the	Earth	uses	humour	and	ballet	in	order	to	make	these	topics	more	approachable.	As	spectator,	you	





most	 famous	 ballet	 pieces.	 Addi-onally,	 the	 aesthe-c	 frame	 of	 two	 white	 swan	 dancers	 create	 a	
beau-ful	 contrast	 with	 the	 wild	 nature	 surrounding	 them.	 This	 comparison	 evokes	 tension	 which	
keeps	 the	 spectator’s	 aSen-on	 throughout	 the	 film	 even	 without	 knowing	 poli-cal	 or	 historical	
background	informa-on	on	neither	ballet	nor	the	Sámi.	
5.1.3.	Sámi	ways	of	storytelling	
The	 choreography	 in	Birds	 in	 the	 Earth	 is	 informed	 and	 supported	 by	 its	 soundscape.	 It	 combines	
instrumental	minimalis-c	music	with	the	tradi-onal	Sámi	music	called	joik	which	can	include	animal	
mimicry.	 In	 some	 scenes,	 there	 are	 added	 sound	 effects	 of	 the	 dancers	 and	 their	 surroundings	 to	
emphasise	 the	content	of	 the	 scenes.	Examples	are	 footsteps	on	 icy	 snow	and	 the	sound	of	 lassos	
flying	through	the	air.	These	sound	effects	draw	the	spectator	into	the	displayed	world.	By	adding	the	
audio	dimension,	 the	scenes	come	closer.	We	are	 listening	 to	 the	crunching	 footsteps	on	the	snow	
from	nearby.	
Apart	from	the	dance	choreography	and	sound	design,	the	music	in	Birds	in	the	Earth	is	a	main	part	
of	 the	 storytelling.	 It	 contributes	 to	 each	 scene	 by	 laying	 a	 ground	 atmosphere	 from	 which	 to	
understand	 the	 visual	 features.	 For	 example,	 the	 sound	 of	 a	 harmonium	 reminds	 of	 gloomy	
foreshadowing.	 About	 the	 scene	 in	 which	 the	 dancers	 play	 the	 harmonium	 amidst	 the	 snow,	
interviewee	A	points	out:	“The	music	of	the	synthesiser	[earlier	referred	to	as	“harmonium”]	tells	of	a	
technological	 or	 industrial	 catastrophe.”	 The	 audio	 and	 visual	 compose	 references	 with	 our	 prior	
knowledge,	which	raises	the	associa-on	with	a	technological	or	industrial	catastrophe	in	interviewee	
A.	

















the	 central	 instruments.	 It	 transports	 the	 spectators	 through	 the	 scenes	by	 its	 soothing	melodious	
sound.	We	oien	hear	the	breath	of	the	bass	player	which	roots	the	digital	artwork	through	the	audio	
presence	 of	 the	 human	 body.	 The	 calm	 rhythm	 of	 breath	 and	 bass	 clarinet	 invites	 the	 spectators	
unconsciously	 to	 join	 the	pace	of	 the	music.	This	calm	bodily	 state	 is	also	 reflected	 in	many	of	 the	
visual	images.	
Audio	joik	
In	 addi-on	 to	 the	 bass	 clarinet,	 another	main	 instrument	 in	 the	music	 of	Birds	 in	 the	 Earth	 is	 the	
human	voice.	Elle	Sofe	Henriksen,	Aili	Ikonen,	S-na	Kois-nen	and	Saari	perform	the	Sámi	music	joik.	



















a	 joik	 does	 not	 have	 a	 beginning	 nor	 an	 end. 	 Sámi	 ar-st	 Nils-Aslak	 Valkeapää	 has	 played	 an	133
important	role	in	documen-ng	and	sharing	knowledge	about	the	Sámi	culture	and	tradi-on.	Already	
in	 the	 1970s,	 he	 talked	 about	 a	 “new	 joik”	 combining	 the	 human	 voice	with	 instruments.	We	 can	
already	see	a	harmonium	similar	to	the	one	in	Birds	in	the	Earth	 in	the	documentary	framed	by	the	
ar-cle	 Joiku	 ei	 tarvitse	 sanoja	 (in	 English:	 ‘A	 joik	 does	 not	 need	 words’,	 own	 transla-on). 	134






in	some	scenes	we	can	hear	a	 joik	 in	 the	background.	Whereas	 the	term	 joik	 tradi-onally	 refers	 to	
music,	 it	 may	 be	 enhanced	 with	 choreographic	 features	 such	 as	 gestures,	 expressions	 and	
movements.	 These	 are	 more	 common	 when	 joiking	 in	 a	 social	 situa-on.	 A	 joik	 is	 not	 necessarily	
created	 for	 someone	 to	 listen,	 yet,	 Birds	 in	 the	 Earth	 is	 made	 for	 an	 audience,	 thus	 said	 social	
situa-ons.	
A	 joik	 oien	 includes	 allegories	which	 refer	 to	 nature	 and	 animals,	 for	 example	willow	 grouses.	 As	
discussed	previously,	the	dancers	in	the	short	film	were	seen	either	as	willow	grouses	or	swans	by	all	
interviewees.	 For	 example,	 interviewee	 A	 pointed	 out	 the	 dancers’	 walking	 rhythm	 on	 the	 snow	














are	known	 for	 their	metaphoric	 language.	Music	and	dance	 recall	memories	and	keep	associa-ons	
alive.	Whereas	a	sung	 joik	can	encompass	added	syllables	 to	 freely	communicate,	ballet	dance	can	
also	apply	movements	to	make	their	narra-ves	more	precise.	For	example,	the	dancers	do	not	simply	
put	one	 foot	 in	 front	of	 the	other	when	 crossing	 the	 land.	 They	also	 adjust	 to	 a	 specific	pace	and	
emphasise	their	dance	joik	with	hand	movements,	poses	and	jumps.	
Addi-onally	and	like	many	Sámi	tradi-ons,	joik	has	been	passed	on	without	wriSen	words.	Similarly,	
ballet	has	been	 taught	orally	 and	 through	embodied	knowledge.	When	 the	dancers	Birit	 and	Katja	
Haarla	started	to	learn	ballet,	words	were	not	the	teaching	method.	In	an	interview,	the	Haarla	twins	
describe	 their	ballet	 lessons	 in	 Sápmi:	As	 their	 teacher	was	not	fluent	 in	 Sámi,	movement	became	
their	shared	language. 	135
Against	 the	 stereotypes,	 the	 Sámi	 are	developing	 their	 own	 culture	 further	which	means	 including	
influences	 from	 other	 cultures	 as	 well.	 Interviewee	 A	 points	 out	 that	 integra-ng	 the	 universal	
language	of	ballet	into	the	Sámi	storytelling	methods	shows	the	innova-ve	Sámi	character.	Zooming	
out	 another	 step,	 the	 same	 holds	 true	 for	 filmmaking	 as	 discussed	 in	 the	 chapter	 concerning	
Indigenous	filmmaking.	The	short	film	Birds	in	the	Earth	and	its	dance	joik	show	translated	versions	of	
the	storytelling	tradi-ons	into	contemporary	technologies	and	prac-ces.	




ballet	 dress	 is	 only	 the	 second	 costume	 they	 are	 wearing.	 Showing	 the	 girls	 firstly	 in	 their	 gákH	












Regula-ng	 the	 gákH	 essen-ally	 differs	 from	 the	 na-onal	 or	 regional	 costumes	 of	 the	 Finnish	
mainland.	Whereas	the	Finnish	regional	costumes’	design	is	defined	by	a	council,	the	gákH	has	a	long-





of	 gákH	 is	 also	 not	 regulated	 by	 na-onal	 borders.	Which	 design	 to	 wear	 is	 not	 a	 choice	 but	 it	 is	
determined	 by	 belonging	 to	 a	 kin.	 As	 the	gákH	 was	 an	 everyday	 costume,	 the	 design	was	mainly	
influenced	 by	 the	 concept	 of	 beauty	 in	 the	 Sámi	 culture,	 as	 well	 as	 the	 environment,	 natural	
condi-ons	and	the	work	environment.	 In	juxtaposi-on	to	the	ballet	costume,	the	gákH	 is	not	made	
for	performance.	
A	 Sámi	 does	 not	 change	 their	gákH	 when	moving	 to	 a	 different	 place.	When	 switching	 a	gákH,	 it	
cons-tutes	honouring	a	different	 kin,	 for	example,	when	one	gets	married.	When	a	 child’s	parents	
belong	to	different	kins,	the	child	may	choose	which	gákH	to	wear.	Most	adults	adhere	to	one	type	of	




All	 three	 interviewees	 report	 a	 direct	 connec-on	 with	 Sámi	 handicrai	 in	 their	 family.	 In	 the	














everyday	 life.	 For	 special	 occasions,	 both	 have	worn	 Sámi	 jewellery.	 Interviewee	 C	 says	 they	wore	
moderate	 pieces	 of	 their	gákH	which	 they	would	 probably	 not	 have	 done	 in	 the	 same	way	 in	 the	
North:	wearing	a	summer	jacket	during	the	winter	as	its	colours	are	more	discreet	in	black	and	red.	In	
their	everyday	life,	interviewee	B	oien	wears	Sámi	necklaces	and	ear	jewellery.	





2020s.	 Interviewee	 B	 exemplifies	 that	 they	 can	 also	 ask	 a	 Finnish	 person	 where	 they	 got	 their	
jewellery	from,	yet	remaining	with	the	ques-on	of	why	this	is	not	usual	the	other	way	around	as	well.	
Interviewee	B	 is	worried	 that	people	are	becoming	more	and	more	careful	 in	 the	contact	with	 the	
Sámi.	Interviewee	B	assumes	that	this	is	due	to	the	search	for	Sámi	iden-ty	which	is	happening	in	the	
North	nowadays.	While	 interviewee	B	 is	 concerned	about	 the	 image	of	 the	Sámi	portrayed	on	 the	





mostly	 wearing	 the	 ballet	 costume.	 There	 are	 only	 three	 scenes	 in	 which	 they	 have	 on	 their	
tradi-onal	costumes:	the	introduc-on	of	their	characters	in	the	beginning	of	the	film	while	covering	
the	 “land-owned”	 part	 of	 the	 signpost	 with	 scarves	 and	 finally,	 the	 wild	 dance	 in	 front	 of	 the	
parliament.	 In	 these	 three	occasions,	 the	gákH	emphasises	 the	girls’	 representa-on	of	 the	Sámi	or	







wearing	 the	 gákH.	 The	 opening	 scene	 shows	 the	 two	 girls	 standing	 as	 a	 unity.	 Together,	 they	 are	
looking	 across	 the	 arc-c	 fells.	 Connected,	 they	 are	holding	hands	 as	 they	 face	 the	 spectator.	 Their	
kinship	shows	through	this	gesture	and	the	iden-cal	gákHs.	Only	the	scarves’	colours	and	mo-ves	are	
unlike	which	reminds	shortly	of	their	individual	iden--es.	
The	 next	 scene,	 in	 which	 the	 girls	 appear	 in	 their	 gákH	 again,	 shows	 them	 at	 the	 signpost.	 The	
sequence	 consists	 of	 short	 cuts	 between	 the	 girls	 in	 gákH	 with	 their	 white	 scarves	 and	 in	 ballet	
costumes	with	similar	red	scarves.	In	an	educa-onal	video	produced	by	the	Sámi	Educa-on	Ins-tute,	
the	protagonist	tells	about	her	experience	of	wearing	her	gákH:	“When	I	wear	my	gákH,	that	is	when	I	
am	 myself.” 	 She	 feels	 safe	 and	 beau-ful	 in	 the	 gákH	 and	 like	 she	 is	 able	 to	 do	 anything.	 This	138





not	 have	 their	 scarves	 anymore.	 They	 were	 probably	 lei	 at	 the	 signpost.	 The	 gákH	 is	 a	 common	
wardrobe	 for	 gatherings	 of	 the	 Sámi	 parliament	 or	 for	 represen-ng	 the	 Sámi	 in	 other	 poli-cal	
contexts.	With	the	Finnish	parliament	house	symbolising	the	poli-cal	power	of	the	Finnish	state,	the	
gákH	is	seen	with	poli-cal	connota-ons	as	well.	The	scene	opens	with	two	birds	circling	each	other	in	
the	 sky	above	 the	parliament.	As	 the	camera	 shiis	down,	 the	wild	movement	 is	 carried	on	by	 the	
dancers.	By	wearing	the	gákH,	the	twins	are	represen-ng	not	only	themselves.	They	bring	along	their	
contemporaries	as	well	as	past	ancestry,	homeland	and	animal	kingdom.	




photo	 prop.	 As	 interviewee	 A	 had	 already	 men-oned,	 the	 Karhutupa	 has	 a	 long	 tradi-on	 of	
malprac-ce	and	appropria-on	of	the	Sámi	handicrai.	The	painted	costumes	might	seem	like	a	Sámi	








arc-c	 forest	 and	 snowy	 landscapes	 as	 well	 as	 the	 village	 street	 next	 to	 the	 gas	 sta-on.	 Through	
wearing	the	ballet	costumes,	the	girls	seem	to	portray	a	different	sphere	than	the	everyday	life	seen	
in	the	images	surrounding	them.	





The	 ballet	 costume	 also	 produces	 conformity	 and	 uniformity	 which	 conceals	 a	 dancer’s	 individual	
iden-ty.	 This	 creates	 a	 strong	 contrast	 with	 the	 personalised	 gákH,	 whose	 design	 expresses	 the	
owner’s	 iden-ty.	When	wearing	a	ballet	 costume,	 the	 character’s	 role	becomes	 their	new	 iden-ty.	
Ballet	dancers	are	oien	required	to	be	of	a	certain	height	in	order	for	the	whole	performance	to	look	




theatre	 produc-ons.	 The	 ballerina	 ou{it	 amidst	 the	 arc-c	 nature	 in	 ac-ons	 of	 throwing	 colourful	
lassos	 to	 catch	 everyday	 objects	 breaks	 the	 tension	 of	 a	 mere	 beau-ful	 dance	 film	 or	 poli-cal	
ac-vism.	The	juxtaposi-on	of	contexts	and	elements	makes	the	short	film	intriguing	as	it	awakes	the	
ques-on	of	why	 there	are	 two	ballerinas	dancing	 in	an	environment	 so	unusual	 and	probably	also	
unprac-cal	for	a	ballet	performance.	
By	alterna-ng	between	ballet	and	tradi-onal	Sámi	costumes,	Helander	prevents	the	spectators	from	
staying	 outside	 of	 the	 narra-ve.	 Mixing	 cultural	 elements	 brings	 the	 film	 closer	 to	 non-Sámi	




costume	 cons-tutes	 uniformity.	Wearing	 a	 ballet	 costume,	 the	 dancer	 in	Birds	 in	 the	 Earth	 is	 not	
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necessarily	 speaking	 from	 an	 individual	 perspec-ve.	 The	 fact	 that	 the	 dancers	 are	 iden-cal	 twins	
con-nues	and	enlarges	this	generality	of	their	appearance.	In	this	way,	the	narra-ves	of	the	film	are	
less	 probable	 to	 be	 predetermined	 as	 a	 private	 story	 of	 an	 individual.	 The	 conformity	 of	 the	 girls’	
appearance	 creates	a	unity,	which	 represents	 an	even	 larger	 group	of	people,	 the	en-rety	of	 their	
concrete	experiences	as	well	as	more	abstract	discourses.	
5.2.3.	Intersecting	appearances	
There	are	 two	scenes	 in	Birds	 in	 the	Earth,	where	the	ballerina	costume	 is	modified	with	elements	








Amidst	 the	white	snow	 landscape,	 the	girls	are	 throwing	 their	 colourful	 lassos.	The	yellow	and	 red	
lines	 cut	 through	 the	 air	 and	 catch	 everyday	 objects.	 Aier	 reeling	 in	 these	 items,	 the	 lassos	 are	
hanging	in	a	rolled	up,	-dy	manner	diagonally	across	the	upper	body	of	the	girls.	This	makes	the	girls	
look	more	tough	and	hands-on	than	with	the	mere	ballet	costumes.	As	they	are	about	to	press	down	
the	harmonium	keys,	 they	 look	 like	gathering	their	strength	and	s-ll	being	ready	for	ac-on.	Maybe	
being	armed	with	the	suohpan,	an	item	from	home,	gives	them	strength	and	confidence	to	move	on	
amidst	all	the	contemporary	household	cluSer.	
The	 second	 scene,	 where	 a	 tradi-onal	 Sámi	 item	 intersects	 with	 the	 ballet	 costume,	 is	 at	 the	
previously	discussed	signpost.	Whereas	the	whole	costumes	switch	quickly,	the	ballet	costumes	are	
also	joined	with	red	Sámi	scarves.	“Did	you	no-ce	the	colour	of	the	scarves?”,	interviewee	A	asks	me	
during	 our	 conversa-on.	 My	 associa-on	 brings	 blood	 from	 the	 dark	 red	 scarves.	 “Yes:	 The	 state,	
willow	 grouses,	 blood.”,	 interviewee	 A	 con-nues.	 According	 to	 interviewee	 A,	 the	 willow	 grouses	
portrayed	by	the	dancers	are	referring	to	the	state-run	hun-ng	regula-ons.	The	discussion	is	similar	
to	the	fishing	permissions	and	cons-tutes	a	baSle	between	touris-c	and	local	customs.	In	this	scene,	






the	 elegant	 and	 unthreatening	 ballet	 costumes.	 The	 ballet	 costumes	 are	 of	 a	 symbolic	 language	
world.	In	theatre	and	dance,	blood	is	not	real.	It	only	shows	a	constructed	narra-ve.	The	gákH	is	from	
the	real	lived	world	of	the	contemporary	and	past	Sámi.	The	colour	of	their	scarves	is	white.	Although	
the	 gesture	 indicates	 protest,	 the	 colour	 white	 suggests	 a	 peaceful	 manner.	 Interviewee	 B	 has	 a	
conciliatory	 aqtude	 towards	 the	 landownership	 discussions.	 Instead	 of	 discussing	 the	 past,	
interviewee	 B	 proposes:	 “We	 all	 have	 to	 be	 able	 to	 live	 here	 harmoniously.	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	 I	
understand	that	they	[the	Sámi]	want	to	par-cipate	in	the	ruling	of	the	land.”	
The	 supplement	 of	 non-ballet	 items	 breaks	 the	 character	 of	 a	 mere	 ballet	 performer.	 This	 adds	
absurdity,	 humour	 and	 complexity	 to	 the	 short	 film.	 Every	 -me	 the	 dancers	 have	 a	 complete	 or	
par-al	 costume	change,	 the	 spectator	 is	 reminded	 that	 this	 is	not	merely	about	 the	beauty	of	 the	





Costumes	 create	 the	 character	 of	 a	 film’s	 protagonist.	 They	 tell	 us	 whom	 we	 are	 watching	 and	
through	which	 frame	 the	 spectator	 is	 supposed	 to	 interpret	 the	protagonist’s	 ac-ons.	 This	 chapter	
introduces	 the	 Sámi	mythology	 on	 animal	metamorphoses	 as	 possible	 interpreta-ve	 angle.	 In	 this	
context,	 we	 pick	 up	 on	 the	 possible	 personages	 of	 swan	 and	 willow	 grouse	 portrayed	 by	 the	
ballerinas.	
Animal	metamorphoses	
The	 transforma-on	 from	 human	 to	 animal	 and	 vice	 versa	 blurs	 the	 body’s	 physical	 barrier.	 In	 the	
tradi-onal	Sámi	view	of	the	world,	animal	metamorphoses	are	believed	to	be	possible	for	both	the	
Sámi	 shaman,	 also	 called	noaidi,	 and	 ordinary	 people.	 The	 transforma-on	 of	 ordinary	 people	was	






worlds	 of	 the	 animal	 and	 the	 human. 	 Through	 these	 metamorphoses,	 the	 link	 between	 outer	140
appearance	and	inner	iden-ty	is	perceived	as	dynamic.	
When	 looking	at	 the	costumes	and	movement	quali-es	 in	Birds	 in	 the	Earth,	 the	 twins	seem	to	go	
through	transforma-ons	as	well.	Applying	the	 idea	of	animal	metamorphoses,	we	can	ask	 in	which	
scenes	or	costumes	the	core	soul	shows.	Throughout	the	short	film	there	are	only	a	few	other	living	







parliament	building.	Aier	these	almost	 ritualis-c	movements	of	 the	two	young	women,	a	 reindeer	
suddenly	appears	in	front	of	the	girls.	The	bull	reindeer	was	understood	to	be	the	shaman’s	alter	ego	
and	 strongest	 animal	 spiritual	 assistant.	 The	 shaman’s	 spirit	 could	 take	 the	 form	 of	 the	 reindeer.	
However,	when	the	reindeer	died,	 it	meant	also	 the	death	of	 the	shaman. 	The	associa-ons	with	141
this	Sámi	belief	 raises	 the	ques-on	of	whose	spirit	 is	 trapped	 in	 the	stuffed	reindeer.	As	previously	













These	 scenes	 play	 with	 the	 dis-nc-on	 between	 the	 outside	 appearance	 and	 the	 inner	 spirit	 and	
between	 the	 animal	 and	 human	 world.	 With	 the	 outlines	 blurred,	 the	 short	 film	 illustrates	 the	







the	 present	 day,	 their	 applica-on	 remains	 relevant	 in	 this	 context.	 Either	 way,	 the	 idea	 of	 animal	
metamorphoses	shows	how	embedded	the	Sámi	culture	is	in	their	surrounding	living	environment.	
Swans	
Although	 not	 directly	 linking	 the	 Birds	 in	 the	 Earth	 with	 shamanism	 or	 Sámi	 mythology,	 all	 three	
interviewees	saw	birds	 in	the	protagonists	of	the	short	film.	There	were	two	birds	the	interviewees	
referred	to	when	speaking	about	the	dancers	in	ballet	costumes:	the	swan	and	the	willow	grouse.	
In	 the	 famous	 ballet	 pieces	 Swan	 Lake	 and	 The	 Dying	 Swan,	 the	 main	 characters	 are	 using	 the	
associa-on	 of	 being	 a	 swan	 for	 telling	 their	 stories.	 These	 connota-ons	 are	 raised	 by	 illustra-ve	
movements	 and	 the	 swan-like	 white	 costumes.	 The	 swan	 also	 has	 a	 symbolic	 meaning	 in	 Finnish	
culture.	For	example,	the	swan	of	Tuonela	is	a	holy	bird	in	the	na-onal	epos	Kalevala. 	If	someone	142
shoots	 it,	this	person	will	die.	Addi-onally,	two	whooper	swans	are	familiar	from	the	illustra-on	on	
the	 Finnish	 one	 euro	 coins. 	 Before	 becoming	 protected,	 swans	were	 a	 popularly	 hunted	 bird	 in	143
Finland.	 Since	 1981,	 the	whooper	 swan	 has	 been	 the	 na-onal	 bird	 of	 Finland	 and	 symbolises	 the	
growing	value	of	connec-ng	with	nature. 	144
The	swan	is	the	biggest	migratory	bird	of	the	North	and	is	also	of	great	importance	to	the	Sámi.	For	a	











In	 the	 tradi-onal	 Sámi	 calendar,	 there	 are	more	 linkages	 to	 this	white	majes-c	 bird.	 Time	 is	 here	
understood	as	cyclic	and	the	tradi-onal	Sámi	calendar	 includes	thirteen	months.	The	name	of	each	
month	derives	from	changes	in	nature	and	animals.	These	happenings	induce	the	rhythm	into	life. 	146
As	 the	arrival	of	 the	migratory	 swans	 show	 the	beginning	of	 spring,	 that	-me	of	 the	year	 is	 called	
swan	 month,	 njukčamánnu.	 Understanding	 the	 dancers	 as	 swans	 reminds	 Interviewee	 C	 of	



















white	 costumes	 and	 rhythmic	 movements	 of	 the	 dancers	 with	 this	 tradi-onal	 Sámi	 bird.	 Both	






the	 snow	 comes	 and	 goes	 in	 autumn.	 Some-mes	 the	willow	 grouses	 change	 their	 appearance	 to	
white	and	the	snow	goes	away	–	they	become	visible.”,	interviewee	A	describes	the	first	scene	of	the	
dancers	 appearing	 in	 their	 ballet	 costumes.	 It	 shows	 late	 autumn	 which	 con-nues	 un-l	 the	 first	
las-ng	 snow	 arrives.	 During	 this	 -me,	 the	migratory	 birds	 leave	 for	 South	 and	 the	willow	 grouses	
change	 their	 feathers. 	 Thus,	 both	 the	 willow	 grouse	 and	 the	 dancers	 switch	 their	 outer	147
appearance.	





The	 willow	 grouse	 is	 a	 tradi-onal	 bird	 to	 hunt.	 Its	 hun-ng	 permissions	 cons-tute	 one	 of	 the	
conflic-ng	 topics	 between	 the	 Sámi	 and	 the	 state-owned	 enterprise	Metsähallitus	which	manages	
state-owned	land	and	water	areas. 	Interviewee	A	reflects	cri-cally	on	these	regula-ons:	“Generally	149
speaking,	 everyone	who	wants	 to	 shoot	 birds	 needs	 to	 buy	 a	 permission	 from	 the	Metsähallitus.”	
Similarly	 to	 the	discussion	about	fishing	 rights,	 interviewee	A	 talks	about	 the	struggle	of	 regula-ng	
the	amount	of	birds	and	the	distribu-on	of	the	hun-ng	rights	amongst	tourists	and	locals.	
Unlike	 the	 swan,	 the	 willow	 grouse	 does	 not	 migrate.	 Interpre-ng	 the	 dancers	 as	 willow	 grouses	
means	 that	 they	 have	 a	 different	 reason	 for	 their	 journey.	 Interviewee	 A	 elucidates:	 “They	 are	
examining	their	environment	on	their	way	to	the	South	and	the	two	Eatnanvuloš	Lo3t	[Birds	in	the	
Earth],	the	two	willow	grouses	from	under	the	earth,	want	to	protest	or	tell	something	to	the	Finnish	













Considering	 the	 contemporary	 mix	 of	 cultures,	 these	 two	 birds	 might	 also	 be	 a	 hybrid	 form,	
combining	 Sámi	 and	 Finnish	 connota-ons.	Which	bird	 a	 spectator	 sees,	 tells	 about	 the	 spectator’s	
background	and	dyes	further	interpreta-ons	in	a	certain	colour.	
5.3 . 	Props 	and	scenography 	
The	previous	chapters	describe	how	choreography	leads	our	understanding	and	how	costumes	code	
the	 narra-ves	 we	 see	 in	 Birds	 in	 the	 Earth.	 In	 this	 chapter,	 aSen-on	 is	 turned	 away	 from	 the	
protagonists	and	onto	their	surrounding	environments	and	items.	
Helander	 describes	 in	 an	 interview	 how	 many	 scenes	 derived	 from	 the	 film	 loca-on	 and	 free	






“Sámi	 art,	 in	my	 opinion,	 is	 very	 prac-cal.”,	 interviewee	 A	 states,	 “This	 video	 included.”	 The	 Sámi	
rela-onship	 to	 arts	 and	handicrai	 also	 tells	 us	 about	 how	we	 can	 understand	 the	 objects	 used	 in	
Birds	in	the	Earth.	The	props	in	the	short	film	are	all	taken	from	everyday	life	situa-ons.	They	serve	a	
prac-cal	purpose	outside	of	the	film	and	a	meaning-making	func-on	inside	of	if.	There	are	lassos	and	
scarves,	 stand-in	 photo	 props	 and	 a	 stuffed	 reindeer.	 The	 later	 might	 seem	 like	 requisites	 in	 the	
tradi-onal	sense:	specially	made	for	 the	performance	and	not	exis-ng	elsewhere. 	However,	 they	151
are	commonly	displayed	in	touris-c	shops	or	coSages,	thus	are	of	prac-cal	use	in	the	real	world.	The	






Some	 seqngs	are	defined	by	only	 few	dominant	objects,	 others	 are	 saturated	with	mul-ple	props	






When	 showing	 the	 individual	 props	 in	 a	 large-scale	 closeup,	 they	 seem	 to	 become	 subjects	
themselves.	These	kind	of	camera	seqngs	are	usually	applied	to	frame	a	 living	person’s	face.	Here,	













control.	The	animals	are	dead	and	the	household	 items	and	dolls	are	 lifeless	as	well.	The	cluster	 is	
accompanied	by	recrea-onal	items	such	as	a	tennis	rack,	a	skateboard	and	a	harmonium.	There	is	a	
dancing	 shoe	 and	 an	 embroided	 varia-on	 of	 the	 pain-ng	Guardian	Angel	 by	 Bernhard	 Plockhorst.	
None	of	these	items	are	tradi-onally	Sámi	or	seem	to	belong	in	this	snowy	environment.	Yet,	these	
can	all	be	part	of	contemporary	Sámi	life.	
Comparing	 the	 closeups	 with	 the	 cluster	 of	 items	 the	 dancers	 end	 up	 with	 in	 this	 scene,	 raises	





the	making	 of	 shoes	 from	 the	 reindeer	 leather	 leaves	 barely	 leiovers.	 “It	 is	 a	 kind	 of	 zero-waste	




This	 raises	 the	associa-on	of	 the	nomadic	 lifestyle	of	 the	Fell	Sámi	 in	ancient	-mes	when	only	 the	
minimal	 amount	 of	 useful	 items	 could	 be	 taken	 on	 the	 journeys.	 Only	 purposeful	 things	 were	
transported	which	meant	 cherishing	your	belongings	without	 collec-ng	a	huge	amount	of	 them.	 It	






Sámi	 gathering	 items,	 interviewee	 B	 ponders.	 Consumer	 culture	 and	 technologisa-on	 have	 also	
impacted	 the	contemporary	Sámi	culture.	Tradi-onally,	 the	Sámi	have,	 for	example,	only	harvested	
the	amount	that	was	needed	for	the	moment.	However,	nowadays	it	is	impossible	to	live	according	to	
these	 ideals	of	 leaving	 the	 rest	 for	 the	next	as	otherwise	you	yourself	will	be	 lei	behind	 like	Sámi	
rapper	Ailu	Valle	explains	in	an	interview	about	contemporary	Sámi	life	and	culture. 	152
As	the	dancers	are	gathering	the	items	with	their	suohpan,	they	seem	to	control	the	props.	The	scene	
ends	 as	 the	 girls	 push	 down	 on	 the	 keys	 of	 the	 harmonium.	 In	 the	 following	 scenography,	 all	 the	
items	have	 vanished.	Maybe	 this	 is	 an	 act	 of	 rebellion	 to	 let	 go	 of	 consumerist	 habits	which	 have	
come	to	Sápmi.	The	pile	of	accumulated	objects	as	a	whole	as	well	as	the	categories	of	the	items	do	
not	speak	to	Sámi	tradi-ons.	Maybe	this	scene	is	a	call	to	remember	the	connec-on	with	the	land.	
The	 Sámi	 togetherness	 with	 land	 is	 not	 based	 on	 collec-ng	 and	 owning	 objects.	 Accordingly,	 the	
discussions	 on	 landownership	 might	 be	 more	 accurately	 named	 with	 the	 Finnish	 term	
“maankäySöoikeus”	which	literarily	translates	to	the	right	to	use	the	land.	








having	 an	 immense	 impact	 on	 the	 sensi-ve	 arc-c	 nature.	 It	 regenerates	 very	 slowly	 if	 at	 all. 	153





photo	 props	 and	 wooden	 sculptures	 of	 arc-c	 animals.	 A	 sign	 states	 “SOUVENIRS	 &	 CAFÉ”.	 The	
arrangement	 of	 the	 objects	 form	 a	 stage-like	 atmosphere	 instead	 of	 a	 natural	 representa-on	 of	 a	
culture.	These	sta-c	props	could	also	be	seen	as	scenographic	elements.	When	observing	the	items	
as	individual	objects,	they	colour	the	scene	in	manifold	angles	of	approaches	and	connota-ons.	




move	 through	 the	 scene,	 all	 the	 other	 elements	 are	 s-ll.	 There	 is	 a	 stuffed	 reindeer	 on	 the	 front	
porch,	other	figures	of	animals	made	from	wood	as	well	as	stand-in	photo	props.	The	lifeless	props	




The	 white	 dogs	 bring	 to	 our	 mind	 the	 arc-c	 dogs	 who	 help	 with	 reindeer	 herding	 as	 well	 as	 in	










are	 different	 to	 the	 tradi-onal	 costumes.	 They	 refer	 poorly	 to	 the	 rich	 meaning	 of	 the	 gákH.	
Appropria-on	of	the	gákH	 is	s-ll	today	prac-ced	and	fought	against.	Only	a	few	years	ago,	 in	2016,	
Helander	and	her	Sámi	colleague	Ou-	Pieski	wrote	an	open	leSer	in	response	to	the	malprac-ce	of	
the	gákH	 in	an	artwork	acquired	by	 the	Finnish	Na-onal	Gallery.	By	purchasing	 the	video	work,	 so	
Helander	and	Pieski,	Kiasma	museum	as	part	of	the	Finnish	Na-onal	Gallery	had	symbolically	blessed	
the	 appropria-on	 of	 Indigenous	 cultures.	 The	 accusa-on	 was	 not	 accepted	 by	 the	 museum. 	156
Nonetheless,	the	use	of	the	gákH	is	a	symbol	for	the	wearer’s	iden-ty	which	has	become	vulnerable	
through	 the	 experiences	of	 colonisa-on	 in	 history	 and	 culture.	 Ironically,	 the	 stand-in	 photo	props	
have	as	 liSle	 iden-ty	 lei	as	an	appropriated	gákH:	The	 faces	are	missing.	They	can	be	replaced	by	
anyone	which	undermines	the	func-on	and	beauty	of	the	tradi-onal	Sámi	costume.	
The	 adver-sing	 shields	 at	 the	 Karhutupa	 are	 in	 English	 and	 therefore	 probably	 intended	 for	
interna-onal	tourists.	Nowadays,	the	ones	who	travel	around	Sápmi	are	not	only	the	Sámi.	There	is	
also	 tourism	 for	 fun	 and	 leisure	 and	 a	 pinch	 of	 culture	 which	 means	 also	 commercialising	 Sámi	
culture.	 Interviewee	C	has	a	 two-fold	view	on	 this.	On	 the	one	hand,	 interviewee	C	 recognises	 the	
tourists’	 hunger	 for	 informa-on	 about	 the	 Sámi.	 In	 fact,	 interviewee	 C	 thinks	 some	 tourists	 have	
acquired	 even	 more	 basic	 knowledge	 on	 the	 Sámi	 than	 many	 Finnish.	 However,	 the	 shared	
informa-on	 is	oien	based	on	 the	out-dated	Sámi	 image:	herding	 reindeer	 and	 living	 in	 temporary	
housing.	On	the	other	hand,	 interviewee	C	appreciates	the	exposure	of	Sámi	culture.	However,	 it	 is	
challenging	to	not	have	tourism	take	over	the	Sámi	culture	but	have	the	Sámi	culture	as	the	leading	
part.	 “In	 a	way	 that	 the	 Sámi	 culture	 is	 defining	 itself,	 instead	 of	 being	 determined	 by	 the	 image	
offered	to	tourism	and	tourists.”,	interviewee	C	concludes.	
5.3.2.	Togetherness	with	homeland	
The	 individual	 scenes	are	 interlinked	by	 the	overarching	 journey	 through	 the	 landscapes	of	Finland	
from	north	to	south	and	back.	This	route	is	inspected	in	the	context	of	nomadism,	a	lifestyle	the	Fell	







Nomadism	and	 reindeer	herding	are	 two	 stereotypes	which	neither	match	 the	 contemporary	Sámi	











prac-cal	 items	 and	 tools	 were	 brought	 along.	 Reindeer	 husbandry	 is	 s-ll	 understood	 as	 the	most	
important	 livelihood	 to	 keep	 the	 Sámi	 language	 and	 culture	 alive	 as	 it	 has	 lead	 to	 an	 extensive	
vocabulary	on	the	reindeer	and	natural	condi-ons. 	Gradually	the	nomadic	lifestyle	has	decreased.	158
In	 the	past	decades,	 reindeer	management	has	 changed	even	more	 through	modern	 technological	
advantages.	 Many	 aspects	 of	 reindeer	 husbandry	 were	 lei	 behind.	 The	 modern	 reindeer	 herder	
makes	 use	 of	 equipment	 such	 as	 GPS-devices,	 snowmobiles	 and	 helicopters. 	 Up	 un-l	 now	 the	159
Reindeer	 Herders’	 Associa-on	 reports	 36%	 of	 Finland’s	 total	 area	 s-ll	 as	 reindeer	 husbandry	
territory. 	160
A	 nomadic	 life	 demands	 a	 different	 kind	 of	 organisa-onal	 structure	 of	 landownership	 than	 the	
current	 state	 of	 Finland	 acknowledges.	 Traveling	 through	 the	 areas	 of	 nowadays	Norway,	 Sweden,	
Finland	and	Russia,	there	were	-mes	when	the	Sámi	were	paying	taxes	to	several	states	due	to	their	
nomadic	 living.	 As	 the	 borders	 in	 Northern	 Europe	 were	 adjusted	 mul-ple	 -mes,	 the	 tradi-onal	
routes	of	 the	Sámi	were	 simultaneously	affected.	Nowadays	90	percent	of	 the	Sámi	homeland	has	











unstable	 condi-ons	 also	 lacking	 the	 protec-on	 of	 own	 na-onal	 borders.	 The	 experience	 has	 been	
described	 as	 being	made	 invisible.	 Scenes	 such	 as	 covering	 the	 “state-owned”	 sign	 bring	 back	 this	
visibility	for	the	Sámi.	Yet,	culture	and	tradi-ons	have	suffered	throughout	the	decades.	








unlike	 the	 empty	 looking	 environment	 of	 the	 scenes	 in	Birds	 in	 the	 Earth,	 it	 is	 filled	with	 life	 and	




Helmer	Olsen,	 the	 two	 lines	 of	 footsteps	 in	Birds	 in	 the	 Earth	might	 refer	 to	 the	 suppression	 and	
following	reduc-on	of	Sámi	 life	and	tradi-on.	 If	 the	short	film	is	showing	us	discourses	of	the	Sámi	
community,	maybe	 the	absence	 in	 the	 scenes	with	 the	 footsteps	 is	 the	actual	 content.	 The	almost	















regula-ng	board	of	 “state-owned	 land”	 is	 transformed	 into	mere	 “land”.	There	 is	nothing	between	
the	body	that	transports	their	weight	and	the	nature	that	holds	and	surrounds	them.	The	girls	merge	
into	their	surroundings.	They	look	simultaneously	independent	and	included.	
In	 a	 homeland	 full	 of	 nature,	 the	 girls	 are	 choosing	 their	 own	paths	 through	 the	 snow.	 The	 traces	
form	curved	rows.	Yet,	as	they	pass	the	gas	sta-on,	they	move	differently.	They	walk	in	a	straight	line	
















For	 the	Sámi,	arc-c	 land	and	nature	have	been	the	natural	base	 for	 living.	Home	 is	 larger	 than	the	
house.	Interviewee	B	iden-fies	their	Sámi	home	as	encompassing	also	the	trees	and	fells	around	their	











move	nowadays	seems	to	be	 imposed	onto	the	natural	 landscapes.	An	example	 in	the	short	film	 is	
shown	through	the	gas	sta-on.	As	the	girls	walk	by,	a	man	is	driving	off	aier	filling	his	car’s	tank.	This	
shows	two	different	means	of	traveling	including	their	varying	speed	and	connec-on	with	nature.	
Birds	 in	 the	 Earth	 unveils	 human	 interference	 into	 the	 free	 nature	 through	 built	 environments,	
tourism	and	ownership	cons-tu-ng	concerns	among	the	Sámi.	 In	Sápmi,	rearrangements	of	natural	
landscapes	 have	 caused	 trauma	 in	 the	 people.	 Through	 violent	 reshaping	 of	 land,	many	 have	 lost	
their	homes.	An	example	men-oned	earlier	has	been	the	reseSlement	for	building	a	dam. 	“They	166
arrive	in	the	village	centre	of	Utsjoki.	[…]	It	was	not	a	noble	or	grand	arrival,	but	rather	anaemic	or	
sad.”,	 interviewee	C	describes	 further	 the	flat	 straight	 line	of	 the	dam.	According	 to	 interviewee	C,	
these	scenes	with	reshaped	and	industrialised	environment	in	Sápmi	express	disrespect	towards	the	





to	 as	well	 as	who	has	 tradi-onal	 rights	 for	 these	 lands	 and	waters.	Helander	 states	 that	 these	are	
discourses	raised	in	Birds	in	the	Earth. 	Its	filming	loca-ons	are	a	way	of	addressing	these	issues	as	a	167
surrounding	experience	for	the	Sámi	dancers.	They	are	not	represented	in	ac-ons	or	objects,	which	




taking	 place	 in	 the	 city	 centre	 of	 Helsinki.	 The	 business	 street	 Aleksanterinkatu	 and	 the	 Finnish	
parliament	 house	 as	 the	 architectural	 manifesta-on	 of	 the	 government	 are	 used	 as	 symbols.	 The	






Helander	herself	was	born	in	Helsinki	and	describes	her	roots	to	 lay	 in	both	Utsjoki	and	Helsinki. 	168
Returning	to	the	stereotype	of	the	Sámi	prac-cing	a	nomad’s	life,	this	maintenance	of	strong	bonds	to	
two	 different	 places,	 the	 city	 and	 the	 Sápmi	 homeland,	 can	 be	 described	 as	 a	 modern	 type	 of	
nomadism.	Many	 contemporary	 Sámi	have	 lei	 their	 homeland	 to	find	higher	 educa-on	and	 to	be	
able	 to	 work	 in	 their	 profession.	 Oien	 the	 des-na-ons	 are	 the	 ci-es	 which	 offer	 these	 kind	 of	
infrastructures.	 Accordingly,	 none	 of	 the	 three	 interviewees	 live	 in	 Sápmi	 anymore.	 Interviewee	 B	




Nowadays,	 more	 than	 60	 percent	 of	 the	 100,000	 Sámi	 in	 Finland	 do	 not	 live	 on	 their	 homeland	
anymore. 	About	1,000	live	in	the	Helsinki	region.	Even	though	some	are	moving	back	to	Sápmi,	for	169






bring	 together	 Sámi	 who	 are	 not	 from	 the	 same	 kin.	 This	 kind	 of	 exchange	 enhances	 mutual	
understanding	among	the	mul-faceted	Sámi	cultures	and	languages.	
The	protagonists	of	Birds	 in	the	Earth	embody	both	Sámi	and	non-Sámi	quali-es	through	costumes	
and	performance.	 Similarly,	most	 Sámi	 contemporaries	 in	 Finland	are	balancing	between	Sámi	and	
Finnish	influences	and	conven-ons.	Interviewee	B	no-ces	references	to	the	city-Sámi	in	the	scene	of	
the	 girls	 in	 gákH	 dancing	 in	 front	 of	 the	 parliament	 house.	 “They	 are	 not	 really	 tradi-onal.”,	
interviewee	B	wonders	if	the	free	improvised	movements	are	the	way	a	city-Sámi	would	dance	in	a	















of	 concrete	but	of	natural	 stone.	 “Yearning	 for	nature	among	 the	 stones.”,	 interviewee	C	-tles	 this	




by	side,	the	free	flowing	movements	 intertwine.	The	two	girls	are	 interac-ng	vividly	 in	front	of	this	
otherwise	mo-onless	scenography.	Their	movements	are	rather	resembling	the	birds	in	the	air	than,	
for	 example,	 the	 slowly	 directed	 route	 of	 the	 tram	 or	 the	 casual	 walking	 of	 the	 people	 on	
Aleksanterinkatu.	
Birds	 in	 the	 Earth	 shows	 us	 the	 contemporary	 nomads,	 the	 city-Sámi.	 Not	 only	 are	 the	 twins	





Although	 the	 short	film	does	not	end	 in	 this	 loca-on,	 the	narra-ve	 seems	 to	find	an	accumula-ve	
ending	 in	 front	of	 the	Finnish	parliament	house.	The	sound	has	become	apocalyp-c	and	the	sun	 is	
cas-ng	a	 long	shadow	onto	the	stairs	as	 in	 the	 late	aiernoon.	The	ballerinas	are	kneeling	down	to	
rest	their	head	on	the	ground.	The	sun	has	set	and	the	sound	has	faded	out.	All	that	remains	in	front	















to	 each	 other	 without	 interac-on.	 Interviewee	 B	 experiences	 these	 open-ended	 discussions	 as	











separa-ng	 the	 reindeer.	Those	without	earmarks	are	 iden-fied	and	marked	and	some	reindeer	are	











Another	 interpreta-on	 that	 comes	 to	 interviewee	 A’s	 mind	 is	 the	 old	 Sámi	 drum,	 in	 North	 Sámi	












Researching	 further	 into	 Sámi	mythology,	 the	 idea	 of	 man-like	 creatures	 called	 gufihGar	 in	 North	
Sámi	 that	 live	 in	 subterranean	 dwellings	 present	 another	 frui{ul	 comparison.	 Living	 in	 a	 parallel	
underworld	to	the	human	world,	the	gufihGar	mirror	the	humans’	values	and	apprehensions	of,	for	
example,	 how	 one	 should	 behave	 in	 the	 world. 	 Sámi	 ar-st	 BriSa	 MarakaS-Labba	 includes	 this	176
rela-on	of	humans	and	gufihGar	into	her	artwork.	In	her	broidery	named	Konferens,	both	worlds	are	
visible	 in	one	 image. 	 In	a	 lecture	on	her	work,	MarakaS-Labba	explains	how	 the	underground	 is	177
scared	 about	 what	 has	 been	 happening	 on	 the	 other	 side,	 on	 top	 of	 the	 earth.	 Helander’s	
protagonists	can	also	be	understood	as	gufihGar,	as	they	do	not	have	any	contact	with	other	 living	














6 . 	 Repo s i t i on i n g 	 con c l u s i on s 	
Wri-ng	a	polyphonic	interpreta-on	with	the	inten-on	of	decentralising	the	narra-ves	meant	being	in	
conversa-on	with	others	as	well	as	with	myself.	Ques-ons	about	the	responsibility	of	an	art	historian	
and	 researcher	 were	 accompanying	 me	 throughout	 the	 process	 of	 researching	 and	 wri-ng.	 In	
addi-on	 to	 the	 short	film,	 the	 research	concerned	my	 role	as	an	art	historian.	Everyone	should	be	
allowed	to	write	about	anything,	yet,	the	right	to	do	so	is	joined	by	the	responsibility	of	reflec-ng	and	
re-evalua-ng	your	own	posi-on.	This	can	first	seem	in-mida-ng.	As	a	non-Sámi,	I	remain	an	outsider	
of	 the	culture.	First,	 I	perceived	this	as	disadvantage	as	 I	 could	not	understand	connota-ons	on	an	
experien-al	 and	 intui-ve	 level.	However,	 the	outside	perspec-ve	brings	 fresh	points	of	 view	when	
being	brave	enough	 to	educate	yourself	 thoroughly	 from	various	 types	of	 sources.	Especially	when	
interpre-ng	 a	 decolonising	 artwork	 such	 as	Helander’s	 short	 film,	 an	 art	 historian	 cannot	 claim	 to	
remain	apoli-cal	themselves.	Through	research	and	wri-ng,	the	author	formulates	their	own	posi-on	




6.1 . 	Decentra l i sed 	 ref lect ions 	
Birds	in	the	Earth	shows	a	decolonising	Sámi	self-portrait	which	stays	autonomous	from	the	colonial	
gaze.	 It	 succeeds	 to	escape	exo-cism.	 It	does	not	need	 to	explain	 itself	 to	outsiders	 in	order	 to	be	
accessible.	 It	 speaks	 to	 both	 the	 Sámi	 and	 those	 who	 are	 s-ll	 to	 become	 aware	 of	 the	 Sámi	















In	 the	 beginning	 of	 this	 journey,	 I	 asked	which	 kind	 of	 interpreta-on	 a	 non-Sámi	 art	 historian	 can	
form	about	an	artwork	thema-sing	the	Sámi	culture,	history	and	current	situa-on	through	research	
from	 literature,	 seminars	 and	 documentaries.	 In	 this	 thesis,	 tradi-onal	 art	 historical	 methods	 are	
u-lised	 for	 formula-ng	narra-ve	possibili-es	and	 for	elabora-ng	on	 interpreta-ons	phrased	by	 the	
interviewees.	Leaving	out	the	open-ended	 interviews	about	the	understanding	of	Birds	 in	the	Earth	
by	 the	three	Sámi	 interviewees	would	have	enhanced	the	distance	between	the	 interpreta-on	and	
the	artwork.	An	interpreta-on	formed	by	a	non-Sámi	art	historian	about	an	artwork	thema-sing	Sámi	
discourses	 by	 employing	 only	 tradi-onal	 art	 historical	methods	means	 looking	 at	 the	 artwork	 and	
speaking	 about	 the	 artwork.	 Construc-ng	 interpreta-ons	 with	 sources	 filtered	 and	 formulated	 by	
others	 creates	 and	 leaves	 a	 gap	 between	 the	 researcher	 and	 the	 artwork.	 There	 is	 the	 danger	 of	
poin-ng	towards	the	distant	artwork	from	the	perspec-ve	of	the	speaking	subject.	The	art	historian	
might	seem	absent	from	their	own	text.	
Including	 perspec-ves	 of	 Sámi	 interviewees	 enriches	 the	 interpreta-ons	 with	 an	 addi-onal	
experien-al	 input.	The	short	film	gives	 insight	 to	 the	experiences	of	 the	Sámi	ar-st.	 In	 turn,	an	art	
historical	interpreta-on	tells	about	experiencing	Birds	in	the	Earth.	A	polyphonic	interpreta-on	gives	
space	to	voices	of	experiences	by	three	Sámi.	It	comes	alive	through	the	addi-on	of	small	stories	and	
anecdotes	 shared	 by	 the	 interviewee.	 When	 thema-sing	 colonised	 culture,	 history	 and	 current	
situa-ons	such	as	the	Sámis’,	 I	believe	an	art	historian	has	to	get	closer	to	the	maSer	than	what	 is	
possible	 through	 indirect	 sources.	 The	 discourses	 are	 alive	 and	 open.	 Whereas	 publica-ons	 and	
presenta-ons	 can	give	 insight	 about	background	and	past	 events,	more	 recent	experiences	 can	be	
reached	through	direct	conversa-ons	with	contemporaries.	
The	art	historian	becomes	a	spokesperson	who	combines	their	own	researched	understandings	and	
input	with	 lived	 associa-ons.	 The	decentralisa-on	happens	 through	bringing	 a	 set	 of	 voices	 into	 a	
single	 text-space	 of	 conversa-on	 and	 reflec-on.	 The	 art	 historian	 ac-vely	 takes	 part	 in	 this	





wri-ng.	 Ar-st	 Trinh	 T.	 Minh-ha	 calls	 this	 “speaking	 nearby”:	 Simultaneously	 formula-ng	 of	 and	
reflec-ng	on	the	produced	words	comes	closer	to	the	subject	without	claiming	it. 	179
The	methodology	of	adding	interviews	aimed	at	widening	the	range	of	voices.	The	interviewees	are	
not	 a	 representa-on	 of	 all	 Sámi.	 Although	 I	 conducted	 only	 three	 interviews,	 my	 conversa-on	
partners	exemplify	the	rich	varia-ons	inherent	to	the	Sámi	contemporaries.	One	varying	aspect	was	
the	 asser-veness	 about	 their	 own	 Sámi	 iden-ty.	 I	 experienced	 one	 interviewee	 with	 a	 high	
confidence	 in	 their	 Sáminess	 who	 answered	 ques-ons	 with	 determina-on	 and	 strong	 historical	




in	 their	 own	 Sámi	 iden-ty	 showed	 during	 the	 interview	 in	 the	 strictness	 of	 how	 the	 three	
interviewees	 formulated	 their	 standpoints	 and	 experiences.	 For	 the	 interpreta-ons,	 this	
heterogenous	spectrum	of	 interviewees	diversifies	what	already	was	a	polyphony.	This	enriches	the	
discussions	 and	 concedes	 openness	 instead	 of	 absolute	 answers	 to	 ques-ons	 which	 are	 more	
complex	than	dichotomous.	
Interviewing	Sámi	spectators	not	only	colours	in	the	comprehension	and	interpreta-on	of	Birds	in	the	
Earth.	Understanding	 inter/viewing	 as	 an	 act	 of	 exchanging	 gazes,	 this	 speaking	 beyond	 addresses	
both	interviewee	and	interviewer.	Whereas	the	interpreta-on	is	made	richer	and	its	pathways	obtain	
more	 diversifying	 branches,	 the	 art	 historian’s	 comprehension	 is	 educated	 in	 general.	 Through	
exchanging	 gazes,	 the	art	historian	 is	 no	 longer	 anonymous	 in	 this	 specific	discourse.	Aier	 gaining	
knowledge	 on	 this	 new	 land,	 the	 art	 historian	 cannot	 escape	 from	 re-evalua-ng	 their	 posi-on	 on	
other	topics	as	well.	
In	my	struggle	to	find	this	new	posi-on,	the	wri-ngs	about	decolonisa-on	through	Indigenous	art	and	











Star-ng	out	with	 the	hypothesis	 of	 Sámi	discourses	hidden	and	 interwoven	 into	Birds	 in	 the	 Earth	
helped	 to	 iden-fy	 necessary	 research	 ques-ons	 and	 develop	 a	 suitable	 methodology.	 Combining	
tradi-onal	art	historical	methods	with	the	material	of	the	interviews	allowed	the	text	to	reach	both	




communi-es	 of	 the	 city-Sámi.	 In	 other	 parts,	 input	 from	 research	 plays	 the	 leading	 role	 and	 is	
nuanced	by	 the	 interviewees’	experiences.	Describing	 the	 framing	of	 the	accumulated	props	 in	 the	




as	 the	 variety	 only	 enriches	 the	 experience	 of	 the	 short	 film.	 The	 narra-ve	 possibili-es	 are	 not	
compe-ng	to	be	right.	Neither	prevails.	They	may	coexist	and	complement	each	other.	
Concluding,	 the	 methodology	 employed	 in	 this	 thesis	 proves	 to	 be	 purposive	 for	 decentralising	
narra-ves	in	Birds	in	the	Earth.	 It	facilitated	a	reflected	reposi-oning	of	the	non-Sámi	art	historian’s	
role	 in	 rela-on	 to	 Sámi	 discourses.	 The	 combined	methodology	 of	 open-ended	 interviews	 and	 art	
historical	 research	 through	 literary	 sources,	 seminars	 and	 documentaries	was	 applicable	 to	 ensure	
depth	and	liveliness	of	the	interpreta-ons.	It	enabled	speaking	nearby	the	short	film	itself	as	well	as	
its	maSers	concerning	the	Sámi	history,	culture	and	current	discourses.	
6.2 . 	Open	 journeys 	
Contextualising	the	example	of	Helander’s	short	film	in	the	broader	field	of	Indigenous	art	raises	the	
ques-on	of	how	other	Indigenous	people	than	the	Sámi	would	connect	to	Birds	in	the	Earth.	Wri-ngs	
on	 Indigenous	 image-making	 oien	merge	 dis-nct	 Indigenous	 people’s	 art	 by	 common	 features	 in	
order	 to	 create	 awareness	 about	 larger	 issues	 than	what	might	 otherwise	 seem	 like	 discourses	 of	
smaller	communi-es.	The	ques-on	remains	which	narra-ves	other	Indigenous	spectators	might	see	
in	a	short	film	with	a	different	cultural	yet	shared	colonial	history.		
In	 the	Nordic	 countries	 including	Finland,	 Sámi	art	builds	an	 increasing	part	of	 the	mainstream	art	
world	with	more	and	more	Sámi	art	in	museums	and	interna-onally	curated	exhibi-ons.	The	growing	
inten-on	of	 including	Sámi	art	 into	art	history	and	the	field	of	contemporary	art	becomes	visible	 in	
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the	first	retrospec-ve	of	Sámi	ar-st	Nils-Aslak	Valkeapää	/	Áillohaš.	He	is	best-known	as	an	innovator	






show	 exclusively	 Sámi	 art.	 Renaming	 the	 exhibi-on	 space	 to	 be	 the	 Sámi	 pavilion	 emphasises	 its	
representa-on	 of	 the	 Sámi	 as	 a	 people.	 In	 this	 way,	 the	 producing	 Office	 for	 Contemporary	 Art	
Norway	strives	for	increasing	awareness	and	knowledge	of	the	Sámi. 	183
With	a	growing	 importance	of	and	 interest	 in	 Indigenous	art,	wri-ng	about	contemporary	art	does	
not	 leave	 behind	 nor	 exclude	 the	 work	 of	 non-Indigenous	 art	 historians	 in	 thinking,	 wri-ng	 and	
lecturing	 about	 Indigenous	 ar-sts,	 artworks	 and	 their	 topics.	 Indigenous	 art	 includes,	 addresses	or	
even	emphasises	decolonisa-on	which	demands	sensi-vity	 from	the	corresponding	art	historian	as	
well.	The	methodology	of	this	thesis	exemplifies	one	way	of	researching	and	wri-ng	about	Sámi	art.	
However,	 the	 evolving	 variety	 of	 Indigenous	 artworks	 and	 ar-sts	 calls	 for	 a	 kindred	 crea-vity	 and	
development	 on	 the	 side	 of	 the	 art	 historians.	 More	 ways	 of	 jointly	 decentralising	 research,	































































































































































































































































































































- Coming	 from	 the	 hypothesis	 that	we	 understand	 our	 surroundings	 intui-vely	 and	 automa-cally	




- How	 do	 you	 experience	 and	 understand	 the	 juxtaposi-on	 of	 the	 ballet	 costume	 and	 the	 Sámi	
tradi-onal	costume?	
- What	do	the	accumulated	items	caught	by	the	lassos	in	the	snow	represent	to	you?	
- How	do	you	interpret	the	scene	of	wild	dance	in	gákH	in	front	of	the	Finnish	parliament	house?	
- What	do	you	think	it	means	that	the	dancers	keep	spinning	in	the	ending	of	the	short	film?	What	
does	the	ending	mean	to	you?	
- Who	or	what	are	the	birds	in	the	earth?	What	does	the	-tle	Birds	in	the	Earth	mean	to	you?	
Concluding	quesVons:	
- Are	there	other	scenes	which	are	meaningful	to	you	and	if	so	which	ones	and	how?	
- Is	there	anything	else	you	would	want	to	point	out?	
- Do	you	think,	there	is	an	overall	narra-ve	in	the	short	film	and	if	so	what	does	it	mean	to	you? 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F igures 	
Figure	1.	
Marja	Helander,	Birds	in	the	Earth,	2018	
short	film	
Image:	Screenshot	at	0:30	by	author	
Courtesy	of	the	ar-st	
See	Helander	2018.	
Figure	2.	
Marja	Helander,	Birds	in	the	Earth,	2018	
short	film	
Image:	Screenshot	at	2:20	by	author	
Courtesy	of	the	ar-st	
See	Helander	2018.	
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Figure	3.	
Marja	Helander,	Birds	in	the	Earth,	2018	
short	film	
Image:	Screenshot	at	3:22	by	author	
Courtesy	of	the	ar-st	
See	Helander	2018.	
Figure	4.	
Marja	Helander,	Birds	in	the	Earth,	2018	
short	film	
Image:	Screenshot	at	4:37	by	author	
Courtesy	of	the	ar-st	
See	Helander	2018.	
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Figure	5.	
Marja	Helander,	Birds	in	the	Earth,	2018	
short	film	
Image:	Screenshot	at	7:47	by	author	
Courtesy	of	the	ar-st	
See	Helander	2018.	
	
Figure	6.	
Marja	Helander,	Birds	in	the	Earth,	2018	
short	film	
Image:	Screenshot	at	9:32	by	author	
Courtesy	of	the	ar-st	
See	Helander	2018.	
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Figure	7.	
Marja	Helander,	Birds	in	the	Earth,	2018	
short	film	
Image:	Screenshot	at	8:16	by	author	
Courtesy	of	the	ar-st	
See	Helander	2018.	
	
Figure	8.	
Teatro	Degli	Arcimboldi,	Swan	Lake,	2004	
film	
Image:	Screenshot	at	42:37	by	author	
See	Teatro	Degli	Arcimboldi	2004.	
	
Figure	9.	
Marja	Helander,	Birds	in	the	Earth,	2018	
short	film	
Image:	Screenshot	at	9:08	by	author	
Courtesy	of	the	ar-st	
See	Helander	2018.	
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Figure	10.	
Teatro	Degli	Arcimboldi,	Swan	Lake,	2004	
film	
Image:	Screenshot	at	54:08	by	author	
See	Teatro	Degli	Arcimboldi	2004.	
	
Figure	11.	
Teatro	Degli	Arcimboldi,	Swan	Lake,	2004	
film	
Image:	Screenshot	at	1:53:27	by	author	
See	Teatro	Degli	Arcimboldi	2004.	
	
Figure	12.	
Teatro	Degli	Arcimboldi,	Swan	Lake,	2004	
film	
Image:	Screenshot	at	2:01:51	by	author	
See	Teatro	Degli	Arcimboldi	2004.	
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Figure	13.	
Svetlana	Zakharova,	The	Dying	Swan,	2010	
film	
Image:	Screenshot	at	2:54	by	author	
See	The	Dying	Swan	2010.	
	
Figure	14.	
Anna	Pavlova,	The	Dying	Swan,	2010	
film	
Image:	Screenshot	at	1:50	by	author	
See	Anna	Pavlova	as	The	Swan	2016.	
	
Figure	15.	
Marja	Helander,	Birds	in	the	Earth,	2018	
short	film	
Image:	Screenshot	at	8:53	by	author	
Courtesy	of	the	ar-st	
See	Helander	2018.	
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Figure	16.	
Marja	Helander,	Birds	in	the	Earth,	2018	
short	film	
Image:	Screenshot	at	3:42	by	author	
Courtesy	of	the	ar-st	
See	Helander	2018.	
	
Figure	17.	
Teatro	Degli	Arcimboldi,	Swan	Lake,	2004	
film	
Image:	Screenshot	at	42:13	by	author	
See	Teatro	Degli	Arcimboldi	2004.	
	
Figure	18.	
Marja	Helander,	Birds	in	the	Earth,	2018	
short	film	
Image:	Screenshot	at	7:28	by	author	
Courtesy	of	the	ar-st	
See	Helander	2018.	
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Figure	19.	
Marja	Helander,	Birds	in	the	Earth,	2018	
short	film	
Image:	Screenshot	at	8:34	by	author	
Courtesy	of	the	ar-st	
See	Helander	2018.	
	
Figure	20.	
Marja	Helander,	Birds	in	the	Earth,	2018	
short	film	
Image:	Screenshot	at	8:38	by	author	
Courtesy	of	the	ar-st	
See	Helander	2018.	
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Figure	21.	
Marja	Helander,	Birds	in	the	Earth,	2018	
short	film	
Image:	Screenshot	at	0:50	by	author	
Courtesy	of	the	ar-st	
See	Helander	2018.	
	
Figure	22.	
Teatro	Degli	Arcimboldi,	Swan	Lake,	2004	
film	
Image:	Screenshot	at	43:14	by	author	
See	Teatro	Degli	Arcimboldi	2004.	
	
Figure	23.	
Marja	Helander,	Birds	in	the	Earth,	2018	
short	film	
Image:	Screenshot	at	8:44	by	author	
Courtesy	of	the	ar-st	
See	Helander	2018.	
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